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Infroduction
Critical Selling: Focusing on
What Matters Most

IN A DAY and age when meeting or exceeding quarterly expectations
is more important than ever before, it's no secret that companies are
constantly looking for ways to improve sales performance. That’s
because sales are the lifeblood of any company, and so the impor-
tance of focusing on sales performance remains a top priority with
everyone throughout the organization, from the C-Suite to middle
management to sales professionals working in the trenches every day.

In order to survive in today’s fiercely competitive global market-
place, it’s critical to operate a high-performing sales organization that
can outsell the competition. To do this, there is quite a lot to get
right, including:

B The right sales strategy

® A compelling value proposition
B A well-defined sales process

B The right sales talent

m Effective sales tools
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All of these things are crucial if an organization intends to keep
firing on all cylinders. But where the rubber really meets the road in
sales is in the real-world interactions between the sales professional
and the customer.

The fact is that people still buy from people. Sales strategies,
process maps, and clear value propositions are all important. But in
the end, how each sales professional performs during the critical
moments he has with his customers determines whether the deal is
closed and the sale is won. It all comes down to execution.

Top sales professionals are always thinking about how they can
better execute each and every sales interaction. They take the time
to think about the most effective approach they can use with each of
their customers. They keep abreast of the skills, best practices, and
processes that produce the greatest possible results. And they look for
strategic, concrete ways to improve their sales performance.

The Critical Selling framework we'll share with you in these
pages is a proven, real-world approach that helps salespeople from all
walks of life—any industry, any size company—flawlessly execute
sales calls with customers in order to accelerate the sales process and
close more deals. We've spent more than a decade conducting
ongoing research and identifying best practices in order to develop
world-class sales professionals. Our research has focused on two key
areas: sellers and buyers. On the selling side, we have worked side by
side with hundreds of sales organizations and thousands of sales-
people to understand what it is that top-performing sales profes-
sionals do (and do better) that other reps don’t to win more sales. On
the buying side, we've taken a deep look at customers, examining
how they investigate and evaluate products and services and how
they ultimately make their purchasing decisions. The results we've
uncovered have informed the approach outlined in this book.

As such, we know that this is an approach that succeeds in the
real world. Following the skills, strategies, and best practices shared
in these pages will help ensure that you are fully prepared to
accelerate the sales process and close more deals.



Introduction 3

One of the most apparent findings from the research we’ve
conducted is that buyers are changing. Today’s buyers:

B Are more educated about products and services, and about the
selling cycle

®m Conduct thorough research into product and service options—
before ever connecting with a sales professional

B Bring higher expectations to the selling cycle

B Are becoming increasingly intolerant toward sales reps who
resort to aggressive sales tactics

® Do not want to hear a “pitch” in lieu of a tailored solution

®m Want sales professionals to bring valuable insights, ideas, and
advice to the sales conversation

B Place a greater premium on time

® Have easy access to more alternatives and options

These important changes in customer behavior mean that sales
professionals, too, must change. Today's top-performing sales pro-
fessionals must adapt to busier, smarter, savvier customers, who come
to the table with more demands and higher expectations. Those
salespeople who embrace this changing landscape by fine-tuning
their sales approach using the Ciritical Selling framework will
achieve bigger, better, and more impressive results that bring
more value to their customers and to their own organizations.

In the chapters to come, we'll look at specific strategies, skills,
and best practices that, when fully embraced, will help today’s sales
professionals keep pace with tomorrow’s customers. We'll also look
at how to deal with common missteps. By embracing the approach
found in these pages, you will learn how to:

B Accelerate the sales process by quickly discovering what is most
important to the customer

B Create solid connections with customers and establish trust using
effective relationship-building best practices
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m Differentiate yourself from the competition by adding value,
insight, and advice to the sales discussion

®m Reduce the number of objections and effectively handle those
you do receive, along with pushback from customers—at every
stage of the process

® Close more deals by adopting a proven, research-based sales
approach

Of course, you can’t accelerate the sales process and close more
deals if you're not building strong relationships with your customers.
The fact remains that good sales is all about building good relation-
ships. That happens if—and only if—you’re able to establish credi-
bility with your customers. Top performers are much more than order
takers with a bright smile and a firm handshake. They’re more than
merely effective sales professionals. While they can recite product
info, values, and benefits as well as—or even better than—anyone
else, they know how to go much deeper in order to understand
customer needs and to explain how their product or service is in
alignment with those needs. They build credibility with their
customers. They build relationships. In doing so, they become
trusted advisers who know how to sell to today’s customers.

Selling to customers well be more challenging than ever before.
At a time when customers are better informed than in years past,
they’ve more than likely done a lot of research before they've even
thought about talking to a salesperson. As a result, sales profes-
sionals can’t just assume that the selling conversation can start with
a product demo or an introduction to the levels of service they
offer—they need to understand where buyers are in their journey
and meet them where they are. Today’s savvy customers aren’t
looking for someone who will simply belch out a lot of specs and
data about their product and then ask for a signature on the dotted
line. They're looking for someone who can add value to the sales
conversation by sharing insight and advice. They’re looking for
someone who can help them make an intelligent purchasing
decision. They're looking for someone who has taken the time
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to discover their needs. They're looking for someone who has
evolved beyond order taker to trusted adviser.

So, in Chapter 1, we'll look at how to sell to today’s customers.
Doing so in a competitive, evolving marketplace requires creating an
effective selling relationship that incorporates Critical Selling skills
and best practices, all with an eye toward developing the kind of trust
and credibility that allows sales professionals in any industry,
whether B2B or B2C, to think, act, and communicate in a cus-
tomer-focused way throughout the selling cycle. That's because,
regardless of all the changes in the world of sales, the customer is still
at the center of any successful sales approach. Top performers
understand that they need to change if they want to keep up
with the ways in which customers, too, are changing.

Of course, change doesn’t just happen overnight. So, the first
step in all of this is to embrace the change that is required. This
means that sales professionals need to have the right mindset when
looking to improve performance. They need to be all in when it
comes to understanding, accepting, and practicing the Critical
Selling framework. Being open-minded to change is critical when
it comes to adopting the skills that allow you to continually improve
your performance. We'll talk about this in Chapter 2.

In order to sell to today's buyers, top-performing sales profes-
sionals know that they have to deliver a differentiated experience
and find unique ways to add tangible value throughout the buying
process. But first, if you truly want to become a top performer, you
have to believe in the process and make a commitment to it.
You have to have the right mindset if you want to accelerate the
sales process and close more deals.

That means you have to commit yourself to training and
practicing. You need to be open to the possibility that there is
always room for improvement in your approach to customers. That’s
not to say that the experience, insight, or wisdom you've gained
during the course of your career is without value. Rather, it means
that in today’s highly competitive marketplace, it’s important to
recognize that customers are evolving and that, as a result, sales is
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evolving. And so you, too, have to evolve if you want to keep up
with your customers (and with your competitors). To do that, you
need to believe that the process will yield tangible benefits—for you
and for your customers.

In Chapter 2, we'll look at the importance of committing to and
carefully following the Critical Selling framework. We'll discuss why
top performers know that the key to securing more and better deals
isn't about “always be closing” but rather about “always be improv-
ing.” Why? Because best-in-class organizations—and top-performing
sales professionals—know that practice is a key component
to success.

Change can be difficult. Trial and error as you leam the process
might feel clunky. But top performers know that believing in the
promise of change, and in following the Critical Selling framework
from start to finish, is crucial to making it work. Because the Critical
Selling framework isn't a buffet. It's a proven, logical, and practical
approach to accelerating the sales process and closing more deals
while building credibility with customers and developing lasting,
profitable relationships.

Incorporating strategies, skills, and best practices requires plan-
ning, which underlies the entire Critical Selling framework. Why?
Because planning isn’t one step you do at the beginning of the sales
process and then check off your to-do list. Top performers know that
effective planning matters at every stage during the selling cycle.
They also understand that it is important not only to plan ahead for
every call but also to reflect afterward. And they understand the
benefits of planning and reflecting for each and every call.

Part of planning requires outlining the critical objectives for each
call, and in Chapter 3, we'll look at the importance of setting
objectives, how doing so helps salespeople better connect with
customers, and how it helps accelerate the sales process. We’ll
also look at a variety of helpful tools and resources that can
make planning work for you—and for your customer.

From planning, we move to opening. Solid openings don’t
happen by chance. They don’t begin with a canned line or a
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memorized script. Through our research, we have found that too
many sales reps lean all too often on timeworn pitches when opening
the sales conversation with their customers. On the other hand,
we’ve also found that top performers understand the importance of
crafting openings that are personalized for each individual customer.

Top-performing sales professionals understand that a solid open-
ing requires specific, intentional steps, things to do in the first few
minutes of the call that will set the stage—and the tone—for
connecting with the buyer and building the kind of rapport that
will put you on the right track to building stronger, longer-lasting
relationships with customers.

Top performers understand the benefits of a good opening. They
know that it’s not about foisting their personalities upon the
customer but rather about understanding the customer’s style and
adapting the conversation accordingly. Sales professionals who
perfect the art of opening find that the rest of the selling cycle
naturally falls in place.

In Chapter 4, we'll look at the elements of a solid opening. We'll
look at how so many salespeople struggle with determining the right
thing to say to the customer and with getting the conversation
started on the right track, and we'll look at how top performers
overcome those struggles in order to successfully open interactions
with customers and quickly begin the rapport-building process. We’ll
also examine how delivering a Legitimate Purpose Statement helps
you connect with customers, manage expectations, and successfully
direct the sales conversation. We'll discuss the importance of
confirming to ensure that you and the customer are on the same
page. And finally, we’'ll look at best practices as well as common
missteps in this stage of the sales process.

With a solid opening secured, the next stage in the Critical
Selling framework is all about understanding. Our research has
revealed that, unfortunately, too many sales reps gloss over this
critical step in the selling cycle, sometimes out of haste, sometimes
out of laziness, sometimes out of fear. But the discovering phase
of the process is critical to understanding your customer and
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building trust—and getting it right actually helps speed up the entire
sales process.

Discovering what the customer needs and what drives his
purchasing decision requires salespeople to do two things: ask
questions and listen to the answers. Seems simple, but many sales
professionals struggle with these two critical skills, for a variety of
reasons. Getting this right is crucial, and doing so puts you in a
position to connect with the customer, become a trusted adviser, and
offer solutions that are tailored to the needs of the customer.

In Chapter 5, we'll look at what it takes to ask the right questions
and to become a good active listener. We'll examine critical areas of
focus that top performers key in on in order to build a solid under-
standing of customer needs. And we’ll explain how getting the
discovering phase right can be a key way to differentiate yourself
from the competition. Finally, we'll look at what top performers do in
order to get this step right—and where average performers get it wrong.

As we've seen (and will discuss further in the pages to come),
today’s customers aren't interested in being pitched. Although a lot
of sales professionals want to move straight from opening to closing
(that old “always be closing” mantra can be difficult to silence),
that's almost always a grave mistake. And although a lot of sales-
people spend much of their time on perfecting their pitch, presenting
a memorized, generic solution almost never works the way you might
like to believe it will. The key to presenting successfully is to share a
solution that is uniquely tailored to each individual customer.

Top performers know that getting the opening right and getting
the discovering phase right pave the way to making presentations
that are well-aligned to customers and their needs. So, in Chapter 6,
we'll look at how top performers tackle this stage, from planning
their approach to tailoring the solution to asking for feedback. Top
performers also understand the power of linking, so we’ll discuss why
linking your solutions to your customer’s needs helps provide the
confidence each buyer needs to make the purchasing decision—and
to be comfortable with that decision. Part of that requires you to
understand customer needs, and we’ll look at how the critical areas



