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Foreword

Professional Selling Skills, PSS for short, also known as “Selling by Needs Satisfaction” was
created inside Xerox Company in 1968. The company spent $ 10 million in the development of
this methodology. Later in 1972, the company created the Xerox Learning Systems division,
just to sell its new selling technique. Different from most selling techniques, PSS is a “cake
recipe” meaning that there is a prescribed sequence: start doing this, then do that, if “x”
occurs, do “y” so on and so forth.
Although Xerox Professional Selling Skills is a staple of structured selling techniques, having
been adopted by thousands of companies, it is surprising how little content is available about it,
in its original form, as designed by its creators. Some short presentations appear in websites
that serve as repositories for presentations, but nothing substantial regarding content.
I first came across PSS some 30 years ago during a sales training session that I was attending
as a guest. I was then working for a pharmaceutical company as a Business Analyst, and the
sales reps were starting to get acquainted with it. It was known as “selling techniques” as if
there was no other.
Pharma reps who detailed to physicians used PSS differently from traditional salespeople since
they were not “selling” in the usual sense, but convincing doctors to prescribe their products.
Even though the technique worked quite well, and no significant adaptation was needed, what
underscores its flexibility, and the fact that it has been used by different industries, from soft
drinks to aerospace.
I was intrigued by its formal framework and how reps and trainers discussed the nature of an
objection during role play, and how to best overcome it. It usually went like this:

Sales Rep: “As you can see, Dr. Doe, our new non-sedating antihistamine product delivers
excellent efficacy with no drowsiness, which is a characteristic of all other competitors.”
Dr. Doe: “Actually, for children, some sleepiness is a welcome side-effect. It makes them less
irritable.” (this is a drawback type of objection, that we will explore later).
Sales Rep: “So, Dr. Doe, besides efficacy, calming down your little patient is a need that you
have?” (repeats perceived drawback, questioning).
Dr. Doe: “Precisely.”
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Sales Rep: “I understand your need. I would comment that in most cases sleepiness can be a
problem, as in school-age children. (minimizes perceived disadvantage). Our new product calms
down your little patient by rapidly providing relief – and keeping him/her active in school and all
situations when alertness is a must” (emphasizes important benefits).
Learning PSS was very instrumental, since a couple of months later I moved to marketing,
becoming a product manager. Professional Selling Skills shaped all marketing materials,
programs and communications to the salesforce.
About fifteen years later, in mid-2000’s, I came back to my country, after spending several
years abroad working in international marketing. I took over a position as business unit head, in
charge of both marketing and a sales force of more than three hundred people. I had talks with
my training manager, asking what new selling technique was available, and was an advance
from PSS. While there were new techniques, none surpassed PSS and were used
complementary to it. Again, it speaks volumes about its timelessness and usefulness.
The summary you will find here is based on notes I took during training and seminars over the
years, old materials, exercises preserved, and readings I have done more recently.
I took the liberty of adapting some language and structure, for example, I clustered objections,
indifference and skepticism under the umbrella “resistances”. This to enhance understanding
(at least my own).

Hope you enjoy.

Cesar Rodrigues
September 2017
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Key Concepts: Feature, Advantage, and Benefit

Before we start, there are three definitions we must present, that are critical for the PSS
technique:
- Feature
- Advantage
- Benefit
a) Feature
A feature is a physical characteristic, that when declared, makes the client say: “so
what?”
Example: automotive tires

Salesperson: “Our automotive tires have the same technology
used by the aerospace industry” (Customer: so, what?)
b) Advantage
An advantage is a performance characteristic, that when declared makes the customer
say: “can you prove it?” Advantages must be supported by proof, that leads the
customer to inquire “WIIFM?” – what’s in it for me?
Salesperson: “Our tire resists impacts twice as hard as regular tires.
It will not be damaged by potholes, will last longer (can you prove?)
Salesperson: “Tests conducted by NASCAR – here you have the study in hardcopy –
Have confirmed its endurance” (WIIFM?)
c) Benefit
A benefit is(are) the positive outcome(s) resulted from the use of the product or service,
which answers the question “what’s in it for me?” and leads the client to desire and act
upon (client thinks: I need to buy this).
Salesperson: “Thus, you will drive with greater peace of mind and save money.”
(OK, now we are talking!)
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The Four Phases of Professional Selling Skills

Throughout this paper, we will use as an example a situation in which we are selling a
Customer Relationship Management (CRM) Software, in a business-to-business setting.
According to techtarget.com, a CRM software “consolidates customer information and
documents into a single database so business users can more easily access and manage it. The
other main functions of this software include recording various customer interactions (over
email, phone calls, social media or other channels, depending on system capabilities).
Also, automating various workflow processes such as tasks, calendars, and alerts, and giving
managers the ability to track performance and productivity (of salespeople) based on
information logged within the system.”
We will call our CRM software SureFire, which has as the main feature a functionality called
PerfectSync, that seamlessly exchanges information between remote users and the central
database, with minimum data loss and synchronization errors.
The PSS technique can be broken down into four stages:

(1) Needs Identification
As we have learned, PSS is also called “Needs Satisfaction.” To identify the needs of a
customer, we will apply the technique called “Questioning.”
There are three tools you can use to apply “questioning”:
a. Open-ended questions
b. Closed-ended questions
c. Benefits statements
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a. Open-Ended Questions
What to do: ask questions that encourage clients to speak freely about their needs, attitudes,
etc. An open-ended question leads to a more extensive customer answer. They are used at the
beginning of the meeting or any point for clarification.
Why do it: to discover areas of need and reveal customer attitudes
When:
- At the beginning of the sales interview, to encourage the customer to speak freely
- During the sales interview, after the client gives information about difficulties, problems,
attitudes, etc.
- When your closure fails, to know the reasons
- When your evidence statement is not accepted, to know the reasons
- To raise information about needs you can support
- When close fails
- When a test is not accepted
Examples:
- How is your current CRM system performing?
- What are the comments the salesforce has on your current CRM software?
- Could you clarify why you believe all CRM systems perform equally well?
- Who gives inputs on the choice of a CRM software in your company?
- Could you elaborate on that a bit more?
b. Closed-Ended Questions
What to do: ask questions that direct customer attention to a topic of your choice. A closedended question leads to a limited response from the client, usually to a "yes" or “no”.
Why do it:
- To discover areas of need and reveal client's attitudes
- To reveal specific needs or attitudes, when open-ended questions do not work
- To direct the client to needs that your product or service can fulfill
When:
-

When open questions do not work
Throughout the sales visit, to direct the conversation on to a topic of your choice
When dealing with indifference, discovering areas of need
When dealing with an objection due to a perceived disadvantage, to re-introduce
benefits already accepted by the client

Some examples of closed questions:
- Does your current CRM software meet your salesforce needs?
- Does your call center have problems with custom data synchronization?
- Have you ever thought about getting a more reliable CRM software?

Promktg – marketing excellence – all rights reserved

6

c. Benefits Statement
Although benefits statement is not technically questioning, it is useful in situations where your
client has limited time to meet you. You can’t go with extensive questioning using open and
closed-ended questions, but you want to make the most of the time you got.
Sometimes it is called “elevator pitch”, and you are supposed to deliver your message in 30
seconds or less.
What to do: describe a general, presumed customer need that is met by your product or
service. Or present a benefit, the most important one for your product or service.
Why do it:
- It directs the call to a topic you want to talk about
- Changes the focus of the conversation
- Can be used when client has just a few minutes to see you
When:
- At the beginning of a sales visit (interview direction)
- During the visit (new topic)
- When the seller wants to direct the conversation to a topic of his choice, instead of
closed questions,
Here are some example openings for general benefit statements:
- Most CRM systems have glitches with synchronization – that is why our SureFire
software offers the PerfectSync feature.
- Clients tell us our software provided a more accurate data synchronization. This is
because of our proprietary PerfectSync module.

Promktg – marketing excellence – all rights reserved

7

(2) Presentation
We have seen above that open-ended and close-ended questions reveal a major unmet need of
the client. This is when you can bring to the discussion the benefit that will meet this need or
solve the problem.
What to do: agree with your client’s need – this is called Supporting. Next, you present the
benefit your product or service brings to the table.
Why do it:
- To solve the customer’s problem with a benefit of the product or service.
- During questions, when a need arises that can be satisfied by your product/service
- To introduce important benefits that can lead to the closing of the deal
When:
- Whenever a customer declares a need that can be met by a benefit of their product or
service
- Whenever a customer makes a favorable comment about the company or product.
- As a link between any sequence of questions that reveals a need or information that
may relate to a feature of your product to introduce important benefits that you think
should be accepted by the customer before you can succeed in closing the sale.
Some examples:
- I agree with you – important customer information deletion means loss of revenues.
Our SureFire software has double the storage capability
- Exactly! Our product was created thinking about this weakness all competitors have.
- Right – when important information keeps getting lost during synchronization, sales
reps may refuse to keep track of contacts. This has never happened with SureFire.
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(3) Dealing with objections and negative attitudes

Only in rare occasions the client will follow the script and you will succeed in making the sale
smoothly. On most cases, some resistance will be found. There are several ways you can deal
with them and put the negotiation or sale back on track.
Resistances, which can come in the form of objections or negative attitudes are the following:
-

Skepticism
Indifference
Misunderstanding
Drawback (perceived disadvantage)

a. Negative attitude: Skepticism
In this kind of resistance, your customer likes a benefit you presented, but thinks your service
or product can’t fulfill the promise – it seems too good to be true. The client may say
something as: “I think it is impossible for a CRM system to have less than 0.1% error margin in
synchronizations.”
You want to clear customer's doubts about your product or service.
Here is how to deal with skepticism:
-

Reaffirm the benefit
Offer proof
Expand the benefit

Example:

Reaffirm the benefit: “Indeed, our CRM system does have a 0.1% error margin in
synchronizations, preserving the integrity of the database”
Offer proof: “See, these statistics collected from our customers show this very low error
margin can be achieved in real-life. I can provide contact information so you can confirm with
them.”
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Expand the benefit: “So Mr. Client, the very low margin of synchronization errors has been
proven in real life. Synchronization happens seamlessly, and customer data is preserved,
increasing the sales force effectiveness.”

b. Negative attitude: Indifference
Here the customer shows he/she does not care about the benefit you have offered. It seems
he sees no value in it, but perhaps the customer hasn’t engaged in the conversation. He or she
may be thinking about something else and disconnected from what you are saying.
Often, indifference may be hiding an objection that the customer does not want to disclose.
You must try to show the indifferent client that he or she has needs that can be met by the
benefits of your product or service. Also, to encourage the unresponsive customer to provide
some information that reveals a need or other attitude which you can deal with.
How to deal with indifference:
-

Use closed questions to find out areas of need for your product or service
Try to close the sales and see if the customer reacts

Examples:
-

-

I can see that a big amount of data lost due to poor synchronization would not affect
your company, correct? (closed-ended question). And the answer would be for sure:
“Of course it would!” You just took your client out of his state of indifference.
I think we are ready to start a pilot program. Can I set up a meeting between you and
my tech folks? (trying to close the sales)

c. Objection: Misunderstanding
It can happen when the client gets a negative impression about a product or service that is
wrong. It expresses itself through a negative comment about your product due to
misunderstanding or misinformation. You need to clear any negative feelings about your
product so the sales call can get to the close.
The way to deal with a misunderstanding is:
-

Repeat by questioning.
Answer directly, offering proof if needed.

An example:
-

Your concern is that with our CRM System you would have to change to another cloud
storage service, right? (repeat by questioning).
Well, I am happy to say our CRM software will work with all the major cloud services –
right out of the box. (answer directly)
And you can confirm which ones in this technical specification sheet. (offer proof)
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d. Objection: Drawback
Drawbacks occur when the customer perceives some disadvantage in your offer. You must
lead the customer to realize that your product has benefits that outweigh the perceived
disadvantage, which is not much of an issue.
How to proceed:
-

Repeat questioning
Minimize the disadvantage
Emphasize the relevant benefits of your product or service

Example:
-

If I understand correctly, you consider that SureFire’s cost is much higher than
competitors? (repeated questioning)
Cost, of course should be considered. Nevertheless, you will agree that cost is minimal
when compared to the loss of customer data. (minimized perceived disadvantage).
SureFire CRM software counts with PerfectSync that provides full data integrity. The
avoidance of sync errors and lost data will motivate reps to collect more information,
improving knowledge about customers and increasing sales. (emphasized relevant
benefits).

(4) Sales Close
Having covered all the previous steps, getting the order may seem easy. That’s not so. Many
salespeople find this the most challenging part of selling. Somehow, most of us find it hard to
ask for the sale, which, in some cases is all you have to do. Clients may at this point start giving
“signals of purchase”, indicating he/she has accepted your offer. You only have to provide the
customer with the “opportunity to buy.”
Close, close, close:
-

Summarize the benefits accepted by the client.
Get commitment.

Example:
a) Summarizing the benefits accepted by the client: “So we both agree that
synchronization failure is a major issue, but it can be eliminated with the SureFire CRM
software.”
b) Getting commitment to purchase:
- I can set up a software trial for next week, so that you can confirm its accuracy
- Do you want our technicians to come this week or the next?
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Conclusion

The Professional Selling Skills method remains a cornerstone in the discipline of sales. If you
could choose just one technique to learn, this would be it.
Its simplicity, congruence, and efficacy have kept PSS relevant for half a century, and it shows
no signs of retiring. Most techniques “drink on PSS fountain”, even when they try to ignore
certain aspects such as “there is no need to learn how to handle objections since with the XYZ
method, objections never happen.”
As in all techniques, the only way to master them is through practice. An experienced sales
supervisor or a senior professional trainer who can give you instruction, correct and perfect
your technical abilities is the only surefire way to make you a true Pro in PSS.

| | | | | | | | | | | | | | | | | |
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