
        
            
                
            
        

    

Foreword

	 

	"A Warning Before You Continue"

	Reading this book may cause discomfort among sales trainers, motivational speakers, CRM evangelists, LinkedIn gurus and anyone who has ever told you to "always be closing."
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Introduction

	I never intended to build a career in sales and marketing.

	When I left the military, having served first as a soldier and later as an officer, I faced the challenge experienced by many people transitioning into civilian life. I had leadership experience, discipline, resilience and the confidence to perform well in interviews. What I did not have was recognised sales experience.

	Like many people entering the profession for the first time, I was quickly introduced to what I would later discover was an entire industry built around teaching people how to sell.

	I attended training programmes. I was given scripts, sales processes, objection-handling techniques and carefully structured questioning models. I was coached, supervised and assessed on my ability to follow the prescribed approach.

	Yet despite following the process, my results were often mediocre.

	Something interesting happened whenever I was left alone with a prospect. Instead of following a script, I simply had a conversation. I asked people about their businesses, their ambitions, their challenges and their future plans. Rather than trying to steer every discussion towards a sale, I focused on understanding whether there was a genuine problem I could help solve.

	If there wasn't, I said so.

	To my surprise, not only did my sales improve, but so did my relationships with customers. Prospects trusted me more. Referrals increased. Conversations became easier. In many cases, people I didn't sell to became advocates who introduced me to people I eventually did.

	That early experience planted a question that has stayed with me throughout my career:

	Why did selling become easier when I stopped behaving like a salesperson?

	Over the following three decades, that question followed me through every sales role, leadership position and consulting engagement I undertook.

	I worked for organisations including BT, Yell and DSG Retail, and later advised or worked with some of the world's most recognised brands and institutions, including Boots, American Express, L'Oréal, JCB, Watches of Switzerland, IHG Hotels & Resorts, Allwyn UK, G4S and the UK Home Office. Across these organisations, I encountered different products, different markets, different management teams and different commercial challenges.

	What I did not encounter was much originality in sales or marketing training.

	The terminology changed. The branding changed. The trainers changed.

	But the underlying messages remained remarkably consistent.

	Always be closing.

	Overcome objections.

	Sell benefits, not features.

	People buy from people they like.

	Follow the process.

	Trust the system.

	Again and again, these ideas were presented as unquestionable truths.

	During that same period, I watched organisations invest extraordinary sums in commercial improvement initiatives. Sales training programmes, motivational speakers, coaching interventions, leadership workshops and sales methodologies consumed budgets running into hundreds of thousands of pounds and, in some cases, millions.

	Yet one question was almost never asked with any rigour:

	What was the return on investment?

	Not whether delegates enjoyed the training.

	Not whether they rated the trainer highly.

	Not whether managers felt energised afterwards.

	The actual commercial return.

	How many additional sales were generated?

	How much additional profit was created?

	What measurable business outcomes could be directly attributed to the intervention?

	In my experience, very few organisations could answer those questions with confidence.

	That does not mean all sales training is ineffective. Far from it. Skills can be taught. Knowledge can be transferred. Performance can certainly be improved.

	However, it does raise an uncomfortable possibility: that many of the most widely accepted beliefs in sales and marketing survive not because they have been proven, but because they have been repeated.

	Repeated by trainers.

	Repeated by consultants.

	Repeated by managers.

	Repeated so often that they become accepted wisdom.

	This book examines those beliefs.

	It challenges assumptions that have become embedded in sales culture and questions ideas that are rarely subjected to serious scrutiny. Drawing upon thirty years of practical experience, behavioural psychology, marketing theory, buyer behaviour and commercial reality, it seeks to separate what sounds convincing from what actually works.

	Some readers will disagree with parts of what follows. I would be disappointed if they didn't.

	My intention is not to replace one dogma with another. It is to encourage a more evidence-based, customer-focused and commercially realistic understanding of sales and marketing.

	Because after more than thirty years in the profession, I have become convinced of one thing:

	Many of the most expensive mistake’s businesses make are not caused by a lack of sales training.

	They are caused by unquestioned assumptions about how selling really works.

	This book is about challenging those assumptions.

	 


Chapter 1

	The Sales Training Industry: Selling Sales Training

	"The only industry more obsessed with selling than sales itself."

	I didn't set out to work in sales. In fact, if you'd asked me whilst I was serving in the military what career I expected to pursue afterwards, sales would probably have appeared somewhere between ballet dancing and professional flower arranging. Like many people leaving the armed forces, I emerged into civilian life carrying a collection of skills that seemed perfectly sensible to me but remarkably difficult to explain to prospective employers. I could lead teams, make decisions under pressure, manage complex situations and function on very little sleep. Unfortunately, most job advertisements appeared less interested in those qualities and more interested in whether I had spent the previous three years selling photocopiers in the Midlands.

	I applied for everything.

	And I mean everything.

	If a vacancy existed and I could vaguely understand what the job involved, I applied for it. Some applications were strategic. Most were optimistic. A few bordered on fantasy. Looking back, there were probably organisations receiving my CV and wondering whether I'd accidentally selected the wrong envelope. Interviews generally went well. Confidence wasn't a problem. Communication wasn't a problem. Years in the military had removed any fear of speaking to strangers. The challenge was persuading employers that military experience translated into commercial value. Apparently leading soldiers was impressive right up until the moment somebody asked whether I'd ever managed a sales territory.

	Eventually, somebody took a chance on me and I found myself entering the world of professional selling. Like every new recruit, I was immediately dispatched to training. At the time, I approached the experience with genuine enthusiasm. I assumed I was about to learn something important, perhaps even something mysterious. Sales seemed to possess its own language, its own rituals and its own experts. There were books, courses, qualifications and methodologies. Entire careers had been built around teaching people how to do it properly. If I was going to succeed, I needed to learn the rules.

	The training room itself was exactly what you would expect. There was a projector, a flipchart and a trainer whose confidence suggested he had personally negotiated every major commercial agreement since the Industrial Revolution. Around the room sat a collection of new recruits, all dutifully taking notes and trying to absorb the secrets of professional selling. We learned opening questions, probing questions and closing questions. We learned qualification techniques and objection handling. We learned how to build rapport, how to establish credibility and how to guide customers through a structured decision-making process. There were scripts. There were templates. There were forms. There were acronyms. There were so many acronyms that I briefly wondered whether selling was simply an elaborate administrative exercise disguised as a profession.

	I took it all seriously.

	I followed the scripts.

	I asked the approved questions.

	I used the approved techniques.

	And my results were average.

	Not terrible.

	Not brilliant.

	Just average.

	The interesting thing was that my performance improved whenever I stopped following the process.

	It wasn't a conscious act of rebellion. I wasn't trying to challenge the wisdom of experienced trainers. I simply found that real conversations rarely behaved the way training manuals expected them to. Prospects didn't respond according to the script. They didn't ask the questions they were supposed to ask. They didn't reveal their needs at precisely the right point in the conversation. Most inconveniently of all, they behaved like human beings.

	When nobody was supervising me, I began abandoning large parts of the process and simply talking to people. I asked about their businesses. I asked about their ambitions. I asked what they hoped the next few years would look like. I asked what problems they were trying to solve. Sometimes we spent twenty minutes discussing their plans before I even mentioned what I was selling. Occasionally I reached the conclusion that my product wasn't right for them at all.

	One particular prospect remains vivid in my memory. We'd been talking for the better part of an hour. By the end of the conversation, it was clear that what I was selling wasn't going to solve his problem. The training manual would probably have encouraged me to dig deeper, explore alternative opportunities or overcome whatever objection was preventing the sale. Instead, I told him the truth.

	"I don't think we're the right fit."

	There was a pause.

	Then he laughed.

	"You're the first salesperson who's said that."

	A week later he introduced me to somebody else.

	That person became a customer.

	The funny thing about honesty is that people notice it because it has become so unusual.

	At the time, I didn't think I was developing a sales philosophy. I thought I was having conversations. It was only years later that I realised I'd accidentally discovered something that many sales trainers seemed determined to ignore. Customers don't care about your sales process. Customers care about their problems. The moment those two things become disconnected, sales starts becoming unnecessarily complicated.

	Over the following years I attended more training courses than any reasonable person should have to endure. Some were genuinely useful. Some were entertaining. Some provided insights that remained valuable throughout my career. Others felt suspiciously like the commercial equivalent of homeopathy. They sounded impressive, involved complicated terminology and inspired fierce devotion amongst their followers, but the evidence supporting them appeared somewhat elusive.

	One of the most memorable examples arrived in the form of Neuro-Linguistic Programming, more commonly known as NLP. At the time, NLP was enjoying something of a golden age. It seemed impossible to attend a sales conference, training event or business seminar without somebody mentioning it. According to its advocates, NLP could improve communication, increase influence, strengthen relationships and help salespeople understand people at a deeper level. Listening to some enthusiasts, you could be forgiven for believing it possessed powers usually associated with minor sorcery.

	One of the techniques being taught involved something called mirroring. The principle sounded plausible enough. People supposedly feel more comfortable around those who resemble them. Therefore, by subtly mirroring another person's posture, gestures and behaviour, rapport could be established more quickly. If the customer crossed their legs, you crossed yours. If they leaned forward, you leaned forward. If they spoke slowly, you slowed your speech. The trainer explained this with complete certainty and the delegates listened attentively. After all, he was the expert.

	Unfortunately, the trainer also happened to have a slight facial tic.

	At first nobody noticed.

	Then somebody noticed.

	Then everybody noticed.

	What happened next remains one of the funniest things I have ever witnessed in a professional environment. As delegates diligently practised the principles of mirroring, they began unconsciously copying the trainer's tic as well. Within minutes, an entire room of intelligent adults had started twitching in unison whilst earnestly taking notes about communication skills. The scene resembled a support group for malfunctioning robots. Nobody questioned it. Nobody pointed out the obvious absurdity. The trainer remained blissfully unaware as a room full of aspiring sales professionals mimicked him with almost religious devotion.

	I learned something important that day, although it had very little to do with NLP.

	The power of authority is extraordinary.

	Put somebody at the front of a room. Give them confidence, a projector and enough industry jargon. Then tell people you've discovered the secret to improving performance. Many will stop asking whether it works and start asking where they can buy the manual.

	At the time, I regarded the incident as little more than an amusing story. It would only become significant later, when I realised how much of the sales training industry depended upon exactly the same principle. People rarely challenged accepted wisdom because everybody assumed somebody else had already done so.

	That assumption, as I would discover repeatedly throughout my career, can become very expensive.

	For a while, I assumed experiences like the NLP course were isolated incidents. Every profession has its odd corners and every industry attracts the occasional enthusiast who mistakes confidence for evidence. What I hadn't yet realised was that I was beginning to see a pattern. The sales training industry wasn't simply teaching techniques. It was selling certainty. And certainty, particularly in business, is an incredibly attractive product.

	Sales is an uncomfortable profession. Targets create pressure. Customers are unpredictable. Markets change. Competitors appear from nowhere. Some months everything goes right and some months everything goes wrong despite your best efforts. Faced with that uncertainty, it is entirely understandable that people are drawn towards anybody offering a formula. We all like the idea that success can be reduced to a process. Follow these steps. Ask these questions. Handle objections in this way. Close using this technique. It is a reassuring proposition because it suggests outcomes can be controlled.

	Reality, unfortunately, rarely cooperates.

	I was reminded of this during one of the most entertaining training courses I have ever attended. The subject was objection handling, a topic that occupies a special place within the sales training world. Entire books have been written about it. Entire careers have been built upon it. According to many trainers, objections are not barriers to sales but opportunities. Every concern, hesitation or doubt expressed by a prospect is simply another step towards agreement. The trick, apparently, is knowing how to respond.

	The trainer delivering the course certainly knew how to respond.

	At least, that was the impression he gave.

	From the moment he entered the room, he radiated confidence. He had an answer for everything. Price objections could be overcome. Timing objections could be overcome. Budget objections could be overcome. Competitor objections could be overcome. If a customer expressed concern, there was a technique. If they hesitated, there was a framework. If they resisted, there was a process. Listening to him, you began to suspect that objections were little more than administrative inconveniences standing between salespeople and inevitable success.

	To demonstrate his expertise, he invited a volunteer from the audience to role-play a difficult customer.

	Unfortunately for him, the volunteer took the assignment seriously.

	The exercise began exactly as planned. The trainer asked questions. The volunteer responded. An objection emerged and the trainer handled it smoothly. Another objection followed and was dealt with equally confidently. The audience nodded approvingly. The system appeared to work.

	Then something changed.

	The volunteer stopped behaving like a role-play customer and started behaving like a real one.

	Every answer generated another question.

	Every solution produced another concern.

	Every reassurance created another doubt.

	The more the trainer attempted to move the conversation forward, the more inventive the volunteer became. Watching the exchange unfold was rather like watching a man trying to empty the sea using a bucket. Every time he believed progress had been made, another wave arrived.

	The room sensed what was happening before the trainer did.

	People stopped taking notes.

	The smiles began to spread.

	A few delegates exchanged glances.

	The volunteer, sensing opportunity, became increasingly creative. He questioned assumptions, challenged explanations and raised concerns that would never have appeared in a training manual. In short, he behaved exactly like some customers do.

	The trainer's confidence began to erode.

	His responses became shorter.

	His patience became thinner.

	His body language changed.

	The man who had spent the morning explaining how every objection represented an opportunity was beginning to look remarkably irritated by the opportunities he was receiving.

	Eventually, after one objection too many, he lost his temper entirely. His notes hit the table, his chair scraped backwards and he stormed out of the room.

	The silence that followed was magnificent.

	Nobody quite knew what to do.

	The trainer delivering a course on objection handling had failed to handle an objectionable customer.

	It remains one of my favourite examples of unintended irony.

	More importantly, it exposed a flaw that appears throughout much of the sales training industry. Training rooms deal with idealised versions of reality. Customers in role-plays generally behave in ways that allow techniques to succeed. Real customers do not. Real customers bring complexity, emotion, politics, uncertainty and occasionally complete
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