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Successful Customer
Engagement

The easiest kind of relationship is with ten
thousand people, the hardest is with one.

Joan Baez

T hink back to when you were new to sales,
whether that was yesterday or 20 years ago.

When you attended a customer meeting, you
would probably go expecting to hear what that
customer wanted and have a discussion about
how you might be able to solve that problem. As
your sales career advanced, you learned that it
was not enough to offer the right solution. In
this chapter, we discuss the metarules of strategic
customer engagement. The manipulation of
politics and relationship building may seem cyn-
ical, even Machiavellian, but it is par for the
course in today’s world of high-value sales.

Do not assume that the business decision
makers are the only ones with whom you need
to develop relationships. Although conven-
tional account strategy dictates selling high,
you will need to cover key members of the IT
team to prevent your competitors from
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Chapter Goals

Understand strategies for
building relationships
with technical decision
makers.

Know how to find and
develop a coach.

Consider what credibil-
ity means in your
business, and identify
ways you can enhance
your credibility.
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flanking you. Some of the concepts in this chapter touch on overall account
strategy. You should be using the same guiding principles to approach the
technical organization that the account exec uses with the business decision
maker.

First Contact

You helped qualify the lead, responded to the request for proposal (RFP),
and made the short list. Congratulations—now the real work begins. Rela-
tionships are everything in the sales cycle, and it is now up to your sales
team to build the relationship with the prospective customer. As you pre-
pare for your first contact with the customer, take some time to consider the
following:

◗ How do relationships develop?

◗ What do you need to get out of this relationship?

◗ What do your customers want out of this relationship?

Your goals in every customer interaction during the sales cycle are two-
fold. First, you need to gather the information necessary to satisfy the cus-
tomer’s demand for information while delivering a strong value proposition.
Second, you are trying to uncover the unspoken decision criteria. Later in
this chapter, we present a case study describing how the stated process often
differs from the true process. Remember that in most cases a single individ-
ual does not make the ultimate purchasing decision. This is especially true
for the technical decision makers on whom you will be focusing.

Case Study: The Payoff of a Great Relationship

Dave was part of a sales team working on a deal against two major competitors.
The customer had supplied each vendor with the necessary technical evaluation
criteria for the sales teams to put together presentations and proposals. Dave’s
team did so, after engaging in several rounds of discovery and discussion with the
customer. After all of the presentations had been made and the vendor proposals
were received, Dave’s sales team was saddened to learn that they had lost the deal
based on the technical criteria. Shortly after, however, the sales team learned that
their high-touch customer engagement approach had paid off. The customer’s
evaluation team decided to change the evaluation criteria to include “Vendor
Responsiveness.” Dave’s team’s score was high enough to overcome the
deficiencies in their product, and they won the deal. This case is an excellent
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example of how relationship building can be more important than feature and
function differences.

✥ ✥ ✥ ✥

Remember What They Want from You

Let’s start at the beginning, with what the customer wants. If you are lucky,
the customer wants your assistance proceeding through the sales/purchas-
ing process as quickly as possible. If you are not so fortunate, they want you
to come in because they don’t know what they are doing and hope to gain
some insight by interviewing enough vendors. Although this chapter will
generally assume that your customers are not just “tire kickers,” you should
continue to keep your qualification criteria in mind as you gather more
information.

Hint: Make Your Own Luck

If you think the prospect you are dealing with is not serious about buying, try to drive
quickly to establish a coach. Find someone with a professional reputation to uphold and
the relationship to help you validate whether you should pursue working with the pros-
pect or not.

Think back to your last purchase from a salesperson. If the salesperson
was lucky (as defined above), you probably had a certain list of questions
you wanted to get answered as quickly as possible. The sales representative
you dealt with probably had a lot of information you did not have that may
have helped you make a well-informed purchase. In most cases, you did not
go into the transaction hoping to make a new friend. When you deal with
your customers, they will probably have a similar expectation. Some may
even view interacting with salespeople as an unfortunate side effect of buy-
ing something—ever bought a used car? As such, you should expect that
your early encounters will be businesslike and not overly familiar. This
should not be a great revelation for most readers. Interestingly, conduct in
initial meetings is actually a greater concern for more experienced salespeo-
ple. The more experience you have in dealing with people, and with selling
in particular, the greater the possibility that you will begin selling hard too
early in an encounter. Keep the charm in check until you know your cus-
tomers better, and you will avoid the risk of appearing manipulative.

Hint: Divining Personal Agendas

When working with your customers, try to put yourself in their position. Can you see how
your solution will benefit them personally? Don’t be shy about asking them what their
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“win” is if the project goes through. If they do not have a win, you cannot assume they will
support your solution.

Dissecting Project Dynamics

When you meet with the customer, keep in mind that their organization is
just as fragmented and confused as any with which you have dealt. If you
are dealing with a group of people, it can be very easy to think that they all
have similar motivations and goals. This is never the case. Each will have
goals that may only be achieved at the expense of the others’. The IT group
may want to get a business group to fund a new project, whereas the busi-
ness group may expect the project to be funded as part of a previous budget-
ary exercise. Your access to this information can actually be a good measure
of the success of your sales campaign. The more likely you are to win the
deal, the more likely it is that the different players inside an organization
will try to use you, your company, or your solution to their benefit. Not all
organizations are this cutthroat, but if you are dealing with executives, you
should be prepared for this type of behavior. Although this may sound
manipulative, executives are paid to make the maximum impact with
available resources.

It is important that you work with your sales representative to identify
the relationships among different groups. Obviously, you want to try to
make as many of the customer’s people as happy as possible. Unfortunately,
it is not always possible to make everyone happy because of resource con-
straints or conflicting political aspirations.

Back the Strongest Faction

If you are dealing with multiple factions that have mutually exclusive
designs on your solution, then you have a decision to make. Once again,
make it with your sales representative. Dealing with political infighting is
incredibly tricky. The best guidance is that you should try to support which-
ever group has the greatest influence on the overall decision. This seems
obvious, but many sales efforts have failed because the sales team did not
understand this principle. The classic example is a sales team that engages
with the IT department when the business buyer has purchase authority.
An example is given in the following case study.

Case Study: Managing Director, 1; Architecture Standards Board, 0

One of our most painful losses was in a sales effort targeted at a major Australian
telecommunications provider. After flying to Sydney on 2 days’ notice, we ran an
intensive sales campaign over the course of a month. We established relationships
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and developed coaches within the system integrator running the evaluation, as
well as with key employees at the customer. We spent weeks working with their
architecture standards board to help them see that we had a superior solution. At
the end of the evaluation, we won, only to find that everything we had been told
had been wrong. Our coaches had thought they were responsible for making the
decision, and we had won based on their requirements and goals. Unfortunately,
their decision was overturned by a managing director of the company to whom
we had had no access.

✥ ✥ ✥ ✥

If the sales team in the case study had had a coach within the IT organi-
zation, the team might have known that such a power play was under way.
Unfortunately, the team did not have the time or access to block their com-
petitor’s flanking move.

Identify the People You Need to Know

Imagine yourself meeting the project team. You are in a room filled with 20
people. Each may represent a different group with a different point of view.
There is no way you can make a connection with everyone, so how do you
decide?

Use Your Intuition

In a free-form group situation, focus on two characteristics of the partici-
pants: titles and styles. In general, you should try to connect with the most
senior people possible on the theory that they have the greatest deci-
sion-making authority. Also look for the people who naturally seem to drive
the discussion. These people will usually either have some decision-making
authority or represent the interests of those who have the authority but lack
the subject matter expertise. A third group does exist: natural boors, people
who speak to hear themselves talk. Individuals who match this type are
pretty easy to pick out.

But Don’t Forget to Use Your Brain

As your sales team gains understanding of the political situation in the
account, you should plan your customer engagement process in accordance
with the customer’s decision process. If the customer is weighting 80% of
the decision based on the input of one group and 20% on the input of
another, try to allocate your time intelligently across the two groups. You
certainly should focus on the more influential group, but not to the extent
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that you lose the 20% of the decision the other group commands. If you
know which specific individuals are making the decision, be sure to ask
them about how they plan to make the decision. Managers will usually
have trusted lieutenants who may be responsible for different parts of the
decision. If this is the case, the managers will usually be happy to have you
engage the lieutenant to ensure they have sufficient information to make
their recommendation.

Covering the Whole Team, Including the Minor Players

While you are plotting and planning and developing a strategy to connect
with the key decision makers, it can be very easy to ignore or insult other
team members. You can avoid this by actively engaging the minor players
on the team during group meetings, working lunches, and so forth. Usually,
the more junior staffers are there because they are either responsible for
advising the decision maker on some aspect of the project, or they will be
expected to deliver the results you are promising. As such, they need to feel
good about your sales team and your product, even if they don’t have a sig-
nificant say in the purchase decision. Giveaways such as T-shirts and coffee
mugs are other cheap methods to reinforce the team, even if you don’t have
the time to spend with each person individually.

Managing the secondary players can pose some challenges. Frequently,
they will have concerns that are important in their area of responsibility but
not in the context of the decision being made. If the staffer is vocal and his
management is not strong enough to keep the team on track, then it is up to
you to make sure you satisfy him or her without derailing the larger team or
taking up too much of your own time, which is better spent with the key
team members. A good way to deal with these situations is by asking to fol-
low up with the staffer “off-line” to address his or her concern. This gives
you the option to defer an unpleasant or merely unimportant conversation
until later. You can then resolve the obligation in a number of ways, as
described in the objection-handling chapter (Chapter 15). Unless you feel
further conversation will aid your cause in some way, the simplest approach
may be simply to bury the target in marketing and technical material.

Coaches

If you have been in sales for long enough, you know that the most critical
person on the team is your coach. Some sales methodologies refer to this
individual as a mentor. A coach is a person who works for your customer and
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is willing to give you information beyond that to which your competitors
have access. The coach is the person who lets slip information about where
your competitors are weak or what pricing the customer is most likely to
find acceptable. You should have a coach who is part of the inner circle of
decision makers, but anyone with access to important information can
potentially be a coach. You should also realize that the coach is usually vio-
lating the spirit of the purchase process, in which most companies insist on
providing a level playing field for all vendors.

Your sales team should establish a coach within each center of deci-
sion-making authority at the customer. Typically, there will be at least three
levels of coach: executive, line management, and IT. Your sales executive
will generally work to make sure each camp is covered by an equivalently
senior person from your company.

The salesperson-coach relationship usually comes about in two phases:

1. You develop a good working relationship with the individual in
question.

2. Once you have established the relationship, the future coach deter-
mines that he or she will personally benefit from your solution’s
being chosen.

Take note of the existence and order of these two stages. Only after both
have occurred can you attempt to cultivate the individual as a coach. If the
potential benefit to the individual is significant, he or she may initiate the
coaching relationship. In a technical-sales situation, it usually takes longer
for customer team members to evaluate your solution to find how it benefits
them, but if you have the right features in your product, the coaching rela-
tionship can be very strong. This is especially likely if certain philosophical
or standards-oriented differences exist between your company and your
competition. A famous example is that of Microsoft and the rest of the soft-
ware industry. If your products are based on Microsoft technology, a signifi-
cant percentage of technical architects are fundamentally going to love you
or hate you, no matter what else you do from a sales perspective. By finding
points of mutual benefit, you can then convince your coach to help you in
other areas as well.

Hint: Do You Have the Time to Develop a Coach?

If you are effectively utilizing the coaching concept, you should actually be reducing the
amount of time you spend on the account. Your coach should be helping you avoid
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busywork and deliver more targeted messages. If this is not happening, you don’t really
have a coach.

Where to Find Coaches

How do you find a coach? Begin by trying to apply the criteria defined
above. Make a list of the people you have built a good relationship with dur-
ing your initial interaction. Next, check off the names of the people who
might stand to benefit from the success of your solution. The challenge here
is in knowing enough about the team members to have a sense of their
personal interests at this point. In some engagements, personal biases
come through very clearly; in others, you will have to work to get that
information.

What If There Are No Obvious Options?

Go back to your list of friendly contacts, and start buying lunches. If you
haven’t yet built that level of rapport with any individuals, start asking for
one-on-one or two-on-one meetings. You can do this under the premise of
doing more research about the customer’s needs. If you really have no
insight into the organization, therefore no idea who would make a good
coach, you should consider approaching groups of two or three people at a
time. Having one-on-one interviews with an entire project team would be
very time-consuming, and in some cases awkward.

How to Get to Potential Coaches

Be Appropriately Friendly

As the technical side to the sales equation, your best bet is just to be your-
self. Technical people often get a bad vibe from someone who comes off too
strongly or even simply has a lot of natural charisma. Your organization
may have access to information or perquisites the potential coach may
value. Try to find out about the potential coach’s personal and professional
interests. Good possibilities for technical coaches might include free confer-
ence passes or inclusion in technical discussions with leaders within your
engineering organization.

What If I’m Not a People Person?

Better change your ways—this is sales after all. If you are uncomfortable
with the level of personal interaction we recommend, work with your man-
ager to help you develop that side of your personality. Most companies with
experienced sales management will not hire someone who doesn’t have a
certain minimum level of interpersonal skills. One SE was resolutely against
professional sports before becoming a salesperson. He found sports to be an
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excellent icebreaker in discussions with clients. He took up a study of the
rules of major sports and now uses sport-related chitchat to find common
interests with customers.

Developing the Coach

Once you have established your relationship and identified your potential
coach, try to convince that person of the benefit you have to offer. The best
way to do this is to be very open. Explain that, based on your analysis, your
solution should provide a certain benefit. Engage the coach to see if he or
she agrees, then find out if he or she thinks this is a benefit that your com-
petitors do not offer. If your value proposition truly is unique and your
potential coach has any personal interest in the value, you should start to
see some support. If your product’s benefit will result in a raise or bonus for
the individual, it is very likely he or she will coach you.

You have now begun the relationship. Your coach’s value will depend
on the relative value of your solution and the ethical/political bent of your
contact. If your coach sees a potential promotion as a result of helping you,
it is more likely that he or she will be willing to tell you how you are faring
against the competition and other important information.

The Unconscious Coach

Another type of coach you can cultivate is one who doesn’t realize the value
of the information he or she is sharing with you. This is actually less coach-
ing than just vigorous information gathering. Technical staff members often
fall into this category. They have a tendency to let slip details about project
budgets or competitive solutions in the midst of seemingly innocuous con-
versations. The downside of using this type of coach is that you truly are
being manipulative. Consider whether this is in line with your personal
values before using this approach.

Hint: Can You Have More Than One Coach?

The best type of coach is the actual decision maker, so it would be difficult to have more
than one of those. You can establish different coaches within different parts of your cus-
tomer’s organization. Frequently, you may have one or more technical coaches in addition
to your primary business coach.

Maintaining the Relationship

Follow Up with Natural Frequency

Once you have built your relationship with the coach, you should keep up
your communications with him or her. If you let a relationship go cold, you
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may miss out on important information, and you may find it difficult to
reestablish the original rapport. If you only call when you need something
from the coach, your approach will become transparent very quickly. If pos-
sible, you should try to meet your coach physically for lunch or dinner at
least every 6 months, even if there is no activity on the account.

What Can You Ask Them to Do for You?

What type of assistance is it reasonable to ask a coach for? Use your instincts
as a guide, but realize that, as a technical person, you may be inclined to
underutilize that relationship. If you are asking your coach to do something
he or she is uncomfortable with, you will usually discover this very quickly.
You can then adjust your approach accordingly.

Here are some common ways a coach might help you out:

◗ Providing competitive materials;

◗ Giving you early or exclusive access to inside information;

◗ Providing you with technical documentation that had not been offi-
cially provided;

◗ Giving you a sense of what really needs to be done in the account;

◗ Assisting in escalating issues;

◗ Giving you an idea of how your sales team is doing in the evaluation.

In summary, the coach is your way to find out important insider details that
will give you a competitive advantage in the account. Most coaches will do
this because they believe your winning the deal will result in some personal
benefit for them. If you build coaching relationships and then make them
successful when your project is implemented, you can expect the coach to
be available to help you out with future sales or career situations.

Credibility

Maintaining Credibility

As a technical salesperson, your position and value in the account is com-
pletely predicated on your credibility. Credibility will usually mean a combi-
nation of the following traits:

◗ Professionalism;

◗ Industry and domain expertise;
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◗ Deep product expertise;

◗ Perceived value added in other ways.

Most of what you do is provide information to your customers. If you give
your customer misinformation, then what value do you provide?

Losing Credibility

You do not always have to be perfect. Unless you have a very simple prod-
uct, you will probably occasionally make mistakes or need to involve prod-
uct specialists. The major negative behaviors are lying or making up answers
to customer questions. If you make a statement and later find out that you
were wrong, you should definitely consider telling your customer. If they
find out independently, you will certainly lose credibility.

Trying to Regain Credibility

Think about the proverbial “sleazy” salesperson. Such people give the pro-
fession a bad name because they are willing to say anything to close a deal.
Would you trust someone who, either knowingly or through ignorance,
gave you incorrect information related to a major purchase? If a house
inspector failed to find or mention the termites in the home you were con-
sidering bidding on, what would it take to get you to use that inspector
again? Your best option is to apologize (if possible) and move forward. If
you feel damaged credibility is impacting your effectiveness, you should
consider bringing in other salespeople. If you find out that your customer is
going around you to speak directly with other people in your company, this
is a good warning sign that you need to improve your knowledge and your
relationship with that customer.

Know What You Don’t Know

Reflecting back on the unsuccessful trip to Australia in the opening case
study, you must focus on finding out what you don’t know. A good
approach is to ask the decision makers you have access to who the final
decision maker is. If it is them, then you are in good shape. If they tell you it
is someone else, you need to get close to that person. If they indicate it is a
certain committee, find out who is on the committee. If they hedge or are
evasive, this may mean that there is no process (and perhaps no budget) or
that they are not connected with the process. Find out where the buck stops
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and work backwards to make sure you have relationships with all the key
influencers of the final decision makers.

Summary

In sales, the customer is king, and each customer expects to be treated like
one. Finding out which of these “kings” holds the real key to the treasure
vault can be a challenge. Institute a process by which you can find out
which customers will be key to your success. While engaging with the cus-
tomer, focus specifically on the development of one or more coaches within
the account. These coaches will help provide information, clear roadblocks,
and let you know your competitors’ tactics. Armed with a good engagement
plan and a good coach, the account will be yours to lose.

By considering how your customers see and value you, you can learn
how to develop and maintain your credibility. Credibility and reliability are
everything in sales, and by consciously developing these traits, you will
improve your relationships with your customers and make their purchasing
from you in the future more likely.

Skill Building

New SE Work with your manager to understand how to identify the key roles
within an account. Think of diplomatic ways to avoid spending time
with the less important players who may not be critical to the
purchase process.

Experienced SE Make sure you know how your proposal will advance the interests of
each key individual with whom you are dealing. Self-interest will
guide more decisions than feature and function comparisons. Build
your credibility. Become a professional whom customers like to buy
from and would recommend to their friends. Use this credibility to
build relationships with coaches in new and existing accounts.
Building this network will help you in current and future sales
positions.

SE Manager Make sure your salespeople have a good understanding of the
purchase process and the key customer roles in that process. Define
the characteristics and “care abouts” for each role. This information
will help your salespeople minimize their engagement with those
who will not be making the decisions.
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