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For my wife — my best friend

You have supported me like no other, through the good times and the other kinds too.

You follow me on every crazy adventure, allow me to be exactly who I am,

and have never once flinched at the endless hobbies and pursuits that come with marrying someone like me.
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This book exists because of you. So do most of the good things in my life.

“The first responsibility of a leader is to define reality.

The last is to say thank you.

In between, the leader is a servant.”

— Max DePree
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INTRODUCTION
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The Other Side of the Table

What this book is, who it is for, and what it assumes

This book assumes you have read Selling Made Simple — or that you have been selling long enough to understand what it says. The philosophy in that book is the foundation on which this one is built on. If you have not read it, you can start here — but you will get more from this book if you read Selling Made Simple first.

The five buying stages. The natural buying flow. The assistant buyer concept. The idea that a close is not a technique but an outcome. These threads run through every chapter in this book, now seen from the other side of the table, the manager's side.

This book is for the sales manager who wants to build something that works, not just in this quarter, but consistently. It is for the manager who was promoted as a strong rep and now realizes that what made them a great salesperson is not the same thing that will make them a great leader. It is for the manager who has been running a team for years yet suspects there is a better way to do some of it.

It is not a motivational book. It is not a collection of techniques. It is a framework for how to build, lead, and develop a sales team — with the same practical clarity that my first book Selling Made Simple brought to the individual salesperson.

What Changed When You Took the Chair

When you were selling, your job was to take care of your clients and your pipeline. When you moved into management, your job became taking care of the people who take care of the clients. That is a different job. It requires different skills, a different orientation, and, most importantly, a different definition of success.

The manager who still measures their success by their own deals is not a manager. They are a senior rep with a title. The manager who measures success by whether the team is growing, improving, and producing consistent results - That is the job of a manager.


Your number is not your number anymore. Your team's number is your number.


That shift, from personal performance to team performance, is where most new managers struggle. The instinct is to step in, take over, close the deal yourself, and move on. It feels helpful. It is not. Every time you close a deal your rep should have closed, you have taught them that you don't trust them to do it. And you have missed a coaching opportunity that would have made them stronger.

This book is about resisting that instinct and replacing it with something better.

The One Thing That Doesn’t Change

The principles in this book are not new. Most of what works in sales management works for the same reason it has always worked, because it is honest, it is clear, and it respects the people it is asking to perform.

What is different is the context. Markets change. Teams change. The way people communicate and work has changed. But the fundamentals, clarity, accountability, consistent effort, genuine care for the people on your team, do not change.

The fundamentals don't change. This book is about applying them.
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CHAPTER 1
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The System That Carries the Deal

Why process beats personality — every time, at scale

There is a version of sales that runs on personality. The charismatic closer who can walk into any room and walk out with a signed contract. This version is real. Those people exist.

They are also impossible to scale. When results depend on one exceptional individual, the company doesn’t have a sales operation. It has a dependency. And dependencies fail. Those reps leave, they burn out, they have a bad quarter. When they do, there is nothing underneath to catch the fall.

The goal of this chapter is to replace that dependency with something more durable: A system. Not a bureaucracy, but a structured process that makes the right outcomes more likely regardless of who is doing the work. A process designed so that a motivated person who is willing to learn can succeed without needing to know everything on Day One.

Matching Effort to Probability

Most salespeople invest their biggest effort early. They build a full proposal, pull in technical resources, spend days on a presentation, before they really know whether the client is serious, whether the budget is real, or whether the timing is right. Then they lose the deal and wonder why.

The most effective sales process works in the opposite direction. It invests lightly at the beginning, qualifies the opportunity at each stage, and only commits significant effort when the signals are strong enough to justify it. Think of it as a funnel with a filter at every transition. Each filter costs the team almost nothing to apply, and each one dramatically improves the odds of what comes through.

A team that jumps straight to a full detailed proposal on every lead is spending its best effort at one-in-three odds. A team that uses a staged process spends that same effort at eight-in-ten odds. Same people. Same skills. The difference is sequencing.

The process described in this chapter has five stages. The first two involve the salesperson alone with the client. The final three bring in a Subject Matter Expert — SME — whose technical depth amplifies what the salesperson has built. Each stage has a clear purpose, clear roles, and a clear output. Nothing moves forward without completing each stage first.

The Salesperson and the SME — Why the Combination Works

Think about the last time you bought a car. The salesperson walked you through the options, asked what mattered to you, helped you narrow the field. At some point — if you were lucky — they brought in the mechanic, someone who could speak to how the engine actually works, what the maintenance looks like, why one choice is more reliable than another for your specific needs. That conversation changed the dynamic entirely. You weren’t being sold anymore. You were being informed.

That is exactly what the salesperson and SME model produces in a complex sale. The salesperson owns the relationship and the experience. The SME owns the technical depth. Neither tries to do the other’s job. The client benefits from both, the trust the salesperson has built and the credibility the SME brings, without ever feeling like they are navigating a handoff.

Most car salespeople don’t bring in the mechanic. Imagine if they did. The same principle applies here. The salesperson who brings the right expert at the right moment is not admitting a limitation. They are demonstrating exactly the kind of judgment that builds long-term trust.


The 5 W’s: Who, What, Where, Why, and When — covered in detail in the Discovery section below.



Stage One — Discovery

Discovery is the salesperson’s work alone. No SME. No proposal. No pitch. Just a conversation.

The goal is to gather the five W’s: Who, What, Where, Why, and When. Who is involved in this decision? What is the problem or opportunity? Where does the solution need to exist — one location, multiple sites, remote, on-premise, or some combination? Why does it matter to them — what is the business consequence of not solving it? When does it need to happen? These five questions, answered honestly, give the salesperson everything they need to understand whether a real opportunity exists and how to bring the right resource to the next conversation.

But gathering the five W’s is only half the job. Before any presentation, proposal, or solution is built, the salesperson must be able to answer a sixth question on the client’s behalf: How will this solution satisfy each of the five? How does it address who is involved, what they need, the gap they are trying to close, why it matters, and when it needs to happen? If any of the first five remain unanswered, the “How” cannot be answered — and the sale will not proceed. Discovery done well means leaving that conversation with enough to answer “How.” That answer is what the rest of the process is built on.

The salesperson does not need deep technical knowledge to do this well. They need to ask good questions and genuinely listen to the answers. Needs analysis, the ability to hear what a client actually needs beneath what they say they want, is the most essential skill at this stage. The talking pad helps here: Writing notes by hand in front of the client, rather than typing, signals that you are fully present. When a client sees you writing, they give you more. When your head is down and focused on the page, they keep talking. Zig Ziglar called this the Talking Pad Close — not because it closes a deal, but because it opens a client.

The output of Discovery is internal: The salesperson understands the situation well enough to brief the SME clearly and specifically.

Stage Two — Gauge

The Gauge stage brings the SME into the process. Before the joint client meeting, the salesperson and SME meet briefly on their own. The salesperson shares what they learned in Discovery. The SME asks clarifying questions. This internal conversation ensures the SME walks into the client meeting with context — not cold. A prepared SME asks better questions, outlines more relevant options, and projects the kind of competence that accelerates trust.

In the client meeting, the salesperson guides the conversation and the SME provides the depth. The SME outlines two or three possible directions, broad strokes, no detailed pricing yet, and gives the client a rough sense of what each would involve. The salesperson listens, watches, and builds the relationship while the SME builds credibility.

The client responds with directional interest, not a commitment, just a direction. That expression is the output of the Gauge stage.

Stage Three — Budgetary

Once the client has expressed directional interest, the SME builds a budgetary proposal. This is not a final quote. It is a structured overview designed to align on direction before significant team time is invested.

The proposal contains two options, deliberately. Not one, not three. Two. This is a choice close: The client is not deciding whether to proceed, they are deciding which direction to in which to proceed. The psychology of that distinction matters more than it might appear.

Each option includes a high-level Statement of Work, broad strokes with no line-item pricing. It is a ballpark budget range. And the assumptions list from the Gauge stage, updated with anything new. The salesperson presents the proposal at altitude, walking the client through the options at a level they are able to comfortably engage with. If the client wants a technical deep dive, the salesperson brings in the SME. Otherwise, the conversation stays at the experience level: What would Option A mean for your team? What would Option B change about how you operate?

Then comes the signature. The proposal asks the client to indicate which option they feel is the better fit. The signature page states explicitly that it does not obligate them to any solution or final cost. What they are confirming is simply directional agreement: You understand their environment and their needs, and they believe one of the two options is best suited to address them.

This is the first signature, and in a typical sales process it is the hardest one to get. Here it is made easy because there is no financial commitment and no risk. The client is confirming a direction in which they have already expressed interest. Yet the effect is significant: The client has participated in the process, chosen a direction, and put their name on something. The relationship has formalized, without pressure.


IN PRACTICE

An assumption is a deliberate placeholder, not a gap. The SME states upfront what the proposal assumes — standard infrastructure, a single primary site, existing licensing in place — so the conversation stays at altitude without getting pulled into edge cases that may never apply. Assumptions are not weaknesses in the proposal; they are scoping tools. They keep the Budgetary meeting focused on direction rather than detail. Each one is documented and carried forward. By the time the Final proposal is built, every assumption has been resolved.



Stage Four — Final

The budgetary signature is the trigger. Once it is obtained, the SME goes deep in building the final solution.

Before the final proposal is assembled, every open assumption from the budgetary stage is cleared. This is not optional and it is not the client’s job. The SME and the Account Manager work through each assumption together during the build phase. If something cannot be confirmed, the conversation happens internally before the client ever sees a final number. The client receives a complete proposal, not a proposal with attached caveats.

The final proposal is precise. It documents the scope in full: What is included, what is not included, what the client will need to provide, and what the team will deliver. Every open question has been answered before the document is finalized. The close rate at the final stage is 80% or higher. The typical close rate for a standard proposal process is roughly one in three. The difference is not talent, it is the system. By the time significant effort goes into the final proposal, the opportunity has been qualified twice.

The salesperson and SME present the final proposal in person together. The proposal is never emailed in advance and never sent without a presentation. The rep presents it, walks the client through it, and leaves a copy at the end. That sequence, present first, leave copy after, is non-negotiable. The copy is a reference, not a substitute for the conversation.

If the final presentation does not result in full acceptance, the rep takes the proposal back. Not to delay, but to address whatever is still open. A final proposal that is mostly accepted is not a final proposal. The rep finds out exactly what is unresolved, takes it back to the team, resolves it, and presents again. This final quality check is what keeps the close rate where it belongs.

	Stage One — Discovery

	Stage Two — Gauge

	Stage Three — Budgetary

	Stage Four — Final


	Who

What

Where

Why

When

	SME introduced

Internal brief

2–3 directions

High altitude only

Client consultation with SME

	Two options

High-level SOW

Budget range

Assumptions listed

Objections identified

Timing identified

	Assumptions cleared

Full solution design

Detailed pricing

Present in person


	Salesperson only

Low investment

	Directional interest

Low investment

	Signed budgetary proposal, no commit

Mid investment

	Signed final proposal

High investment
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Post-Sale — The Handoff and the Long Game

When the final proposal is signed, the sales process hands off to delivery. The salesperson documents everything — the client’s environment, the decisions made, the commitments given, the expectations set — and passes it to the Project Manager. The PM — Project Manager — executes and keeps all parties informed. The salesperson is not the PM. That separation is intentional.

What the salesperson does own, permanently, is the client relationship. There is no handoff to a separate account management function. The salesperson who brought the client in is the salesperson who serves them for the life of the relationship. Their value to the client grows with every successful project, every problem solved, every question answered through the right channel.

The conversation that most salespeople miss entirely is not about the next deal. It is the post-sale debrief, and it must happen before the rep has earned the right to discuss anything else.

The post-sale debrief is simple: How did it go? Was the delivery what you expected? Was there anything that did not land the way we described it? Is there anything you would want us to do differently next time? That conversation has to happen. Not because it is a formality, but because it closes the loop on the commitment made at the sale. Until the rep has asked those questions and heard the answers, the relationship is still on probation.

Only after the post-sale debrief has been completed, and the client has confirmed that the delivery met expectations, does the rep earn the right to discuss what comes next. The natural question at that point is forward-looking: How and when will this solution need to be refreshed or revisited? What is coming next on your roadmap? The lifecycle of the solution just delivered becomes the starting point for the next engagement.

At this point the client does not see the salesperson as someone trying to sell them something. They see them as a trusted navigator, someone who doesn’t know everything, but who has access to everything and will always bring the right resource to the right problem. That is a different and more valuable relationship than any transaction could create.

Each successful project raises the trust baseline. The salesperson becomes embedded in the client’s planning process. Future opportunities surface through the relationship rather than through outreach. The post-sale becomes the pre-sale for the next engagement, and the cycle begins again, this time with trust already in place.

The next chapter is about what happens when the pipeline looks healthy but isn’t — and why the most dangerous pipeline is one built on hope instead of facts.
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