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sk a results-focused sales executive, “What do

your sales people need most right now?” and

the answer will likely be, “Sales strategy!  They

need better account plans.” This belief explains why so

many companies invest heavily in sales strategy training,

programs to help the sales team figure out the “who, what,

when, and why” of their deals: who they need to contact,

what they need to accomplish, when they need to act, and

why these actions matter.

So what happens? More often than not,
salespeople graduate from training with
detailed account plans, but weak skills
and tools for executing those plans.
Managers leave training understanding
how to coach against plans, but lacking
the tools to help their salespeople
execute them.

If a football team took this approach, it
would lose every game. No matter how

There’s just one problem: where’s the
“how?”

Although companies correctly assume
that sales strategy is critical to closing
better business faster, even the most
comprehensive sales strategies won’t
succeed unless the skills to execute them
are embedded in the sales organization.

Think about it. Strategy is what to do;
execution is how to do it. Sales strategy
is the game plan, but execution is the
game itself. And in that game many
sales teams focus too much on develop-
ing strategy... and not enough on
implementing it.

Are You Really Equipped
to Execute?

“Hold on,” you may argue. “Our
strategic sales training is far more than
just theory. It helps our people develop
tailored sales plans, helps us assess
whether we can win the business, and
teaches our managers to coach to those
plans.”

   EVEN THE MOST COMPREHENSIVE SALES STRATEGIES

                       WON’T SUCCEED UNLESS  THE

                                                      SKILLS TO EXECUTE THEM HAVE

                  BEEN EMBEDDED IN THE SALES ORGANIZATION.

Seven Critical Skills for Executing a Sales Strategy

1. Position your solution advantageously.

2. Manage the two-way flow of information skillfully.

3. Set and communicate high targets.

4. Ask questions that uncover underlying motivations and the true business
and personal needs.

5. Communicate assertive requests and clear expectations.

6. Make value for value trades.

7. Manage tension in the sales process.

thoroughly its players understood the
strategy for winning that day’s contest,
when they took the field they would
lack the “blocking and tackling skills”
to execute the game plan... one play at
a time.

The fact of the matter is, in sales as in
sports, you do need a game plan, but
that’s not enough. As they say in the
athletic shoe advertisements, you’ve got
to “have game.”

Seven Skills for Executing
Strategy, One Agreement
at a Time

What are the key skills for sales strategy
execution? They are the behaviors that,
when embedded in the sales organiza-
tion, result in agreements that advance
sales towards closure. What are these
agreements about? In addition to
contracting issues (like pricing, terms,
and conditions), most sales strategy
depends on successful agreements in
areas like:

• Which key players will your sales
person have access to?

• What information will be gathered
from the customer?

A



• What information will be given to
the customer?

• What buying criteria will be used to
determine who gets the business?

• What level of internal support will
be enlisted to sell and service the
account, and will that support be
available when it is needed?

Successful salespeople know how to
secure the all-important final agree-
ment (the contract). More importantly,
they also know how to craft supporting
agreements throughout the sales
process that ensure the final contract is
as large and profitable as possible, and
sales cycle times are as short as possible.

As seasoned sales professionals know,
building agreements that advance a
sale requires far more than just being
persuasive or tenacious. It requires that
seven key agreement-building skills
become “wired into” your sales
approach:

1. Positioning your solution advanta-
geously, in a way that optimizes its
perceived value.

2. Managing the two-way flow of
information skillfully, gathering and
revealing it in ways that support
your negotiation strategy.

3. Setting and communicating high
targets, remembering that those who
ask for more typically get more.

4. Asking questions that uncover
underlying motivations. Discovering
and satisfying a customer’s real
needs rather than their surface
“wants.”

5. Communicating assertive requests and
clear expectations during the sales
process.

6. Making trades, remembering to
balance offers of value with requests
for value in return.

7. Managing tension in the sales process,
and using it to drive optimal
agreements.

It seems logical to expect sales profes-
sionals to use skills like these to craft
agreements that help close sales. But
too often this doesn’t happen. So then,
“Why is common sense not common
practice?”

Creating Effective Agreements
Is Counterintuitive

Key sales execution skills are
counterintuitive. In other words, the
unconscious, natural reaction of most
sales people in negotiation is often the
opposite behavior needed to implement
their sales strategy successfully in
today’s competitive, cost-conscious
environment.

For example (see “Winning Strategy
Execution: The Right Way, the Wrong
Way” on page 5), suppose a sales
person’s account strategy calls for
selling the customer a new, high-value
product. Buying influences have been
identified. Competitive strengths and
weaknesses have been assessed. The

decision has been made whether to
take a direct, indirect, or “divide and
conquer” sales strategy. But then,
when the sales person meets with the
customer to implement the plan,
several mistakes occur, including:

• Talking about price before value is
created;

• Sharing information about the new
product before knowing which
features will create value for the
customer... and which won’t ;

• Limiting their sales “data gathering”
to their main contact, rather than
calling higher and wider; and

• Responding prematurely to requests
for unusual delivery requirements
without first uncovering the underly-
ing needs driving those requests.

Although persuasive selling might
ultimately close a deal, badly crafted
agreements like these made throughout
the sales process can lead to margin
erosion, slow cycle times, and lost
business.

Coaches:  Part of the Problem?

But doesn’t management coaching help
solve the problem? Shouldn’t sales

THE UNCONSCIOUS, NATURAL REACTION

                   OF MOST SALES PEOPLE IN NEGOTIATION

 IS OFTEN THE OPPOSITE OF THE BEHAVIORS NEEDED

                    TO IMPLEMENT THEIR SALES STRATEGY SUCCESSFULLY.

“Successful salespeople know how to secure the all-important final

agreement (the contract). More importantly, they also know how

to craft supporting agreements throughout the sales process that

ensure the final contract is as large and profitable as possible, and

sales cycle times are as short as possible.”



          P E R S UA S I V E S E L L I N G M I G H T U LT I M AT E LY C L O S E A D E A L ,

               B U T B A D LY C R A F T E D AG R E E M E N T S M A D E T H RO U G H O U T

T H E S A L E S P RO C E S S C A N L E A D TO M A R G I N E R O S I O N ,

                              S L OW C Y C L E T I M E S A N D L O S T B U S I N E S S .

managers help sales professionals
determine how to execut e their plans?

In theor y, yes. In pra ctice, not enough.

Why? Because most sales mana gers are
groomed by the same organizat ions
that produced the sales professionals
they coach. They have taken the same
sales training... t raini ng that teaches
them to d o things that may or may not
close deals quick er, and too often lead
to poor, unprofit able agreements.
Some of the “messages” from these
ineffective educational experi ences
include:

• “ The customer is always right” even
though you know you can add more
value to the soluti on by giving them
something bett er or d ifferent than
what they have asked for;

• “It’s a goo d idea to share extensive
informat ion about the features and
benefits of yo ur products” even though
your cust omer may find fault with
specific features, and use this to your
disad vantage in d eal negotiati ons;

• “ You are the custom er’s advocate to
make sure they get what they want and
need” even though this might

encour age you to give aw ay too
much, too quickly to close the deal;
and

• “It’s im portant to avoid and reduce
tensio n during the process w herever
possible” even though tension is often
the source of creative negot iati on
breakthroughs.

Poor or ineffective sales traini ng, along
with year s of “accepted wi sdom,” ma y
help create happy customer s in the
shor t term... but often leads to unp rof-
itable deals. By focusing too much on
giving the customer “what t hey want,”
managers reinforce their sales profes-
sionals to close deals that “leave money
on the table.” And they may perpetuate
the behaviors that make it imp ossible to
execute sales strategy effectively... or
efficiently.

When effective agreement-build ing
skills have been embedded int o an
organiz ation’s sales approach, things are
quite d ifferent. Managers spend less
time rescuing deals or closing deals at
any cost. Instead, t hey:

• coach their team members on the
effective use of counteri ntui tive sales
behaviors t o close better deals faster;

• reinforce a common language,
proven skills set, and shared
expectati ons in order to fundamen-
tally change the way the sales team
interact s with cust omers; and

• obser ve and sup por t t hose behav-
iors on joi nt calls, and encourage
the team to share “best practices”
on bui lding better a greements
throughout the sales process.

In high-performing sales or ganiza-
tions, execut ion ski lls are embedded
in the sales management p rocess.
This can be accomplished by
requiring t he approval of not just
a sales strategy, but also a sales
execution p lan, as a prerequisit e for
offering a customer an ext raordinar y
discount, t erm or cond ition.

One Fina l “Counterintuitive”
Idea: Focus On Execution
Skills First

If sales professionals AND t heir
managers lack t he counteri ntui tive
skills needed to execute a well-crafted
sales strategy, what can a company
do t o ma nage the costly conse-
quences? Should sales tra ining focus
first on str ategy or executi on?

Again, the answer can be found on
the football field.

Ever y good football coach know s
that before the team can carr y out a
game plan, they must master t he
“blocki ng and tack ling” skills to wi n
on the field, play after play, from t he
opening ki ckoff to t he final seconds
of the game. In fact, the best coaches
know that without embed ding those
skills deeply, their players mi ght not
even understand the game plan...
much less be able to execute it .

Continued

“Poor or ineffective sales trainin g, along with years of ‘accep ted

wisdom,’ may h elp creat e happy customers in the s hor t term... but

often leads to unprofitable deals. By focusing too much on giving the

customer ‘wh at th ey wan t,’ managers reinforce the ir sales

professionals to close deals that ‘leave money on the table.’ And they

may perpetuate the behaviors that make it impossible to execute

sales strat egy effectively... or efficiently.”



The counterintuitive RIGHT way…

Acknowledge the importance of price,
but gain agreement to defer the
discussion until value has been created.

Give just enough information to earn the
right to ask for more information from
the customer.

Create some “productive tension” with
the customer, assertively requesting the
necessary meetings.

Probe further to uncover the real,
underlying need and craft a creative
solution that satisfies it while protecting
the profitabilty of the deal for your
organization.

The natural intuitive and
WRONG approach…

Agree to begin talking about the price...
only to find that it is then impossible to
build value.

Agree... and then give too much
information... only to find that the
customer objects to specific features.

Agree to do the best you can with the
contacts you have... only to find that they
don’t have the information or
relationships you need to sell value.

Agree to negotiate about deadlines, and
attempt to get what the customer wants...
only to find that the expensive “fix”
actually fails to solve the real problem.

When the customer…

Asks for a better price before the
product’s value has been established.

Requests comprehensive information
about your new product.

Refuses to let the sales person call higher
and wider in the account.

Demands an unreasonably short
installation schedule as a condition of
closing the sale.

Winning Strategy Execution: The Right Way, the Wrong Way

After attending a sales strategy workshop, your sales professional determines that they will expand a key relationship by introducing a
new product to the customer.  The success of the strategy depends on how well they use counterintuitive agreement-building skills
to advance their sales process.

   THE KEY TO EFFECTIVENESS: FIRST EMBED EXECUTION SKILLS

                  IN YOUR SALES ORGANIZATION,

                         THEN IMPLEMENT STRATEGY TRAINING.

Continued

It’s no different in sales, where focusing
on the seven “execution skills” de-
scribed earlier:

• ensures that sales team members not
only understand sales strategies, but
can envision creative ways to imple-
ment them;

• makes it more likely that effective
agreement building throughout the
sales process becomes second nature,
freeing sales reps to focus more brain
power on strategy development;

• makes it more likely that they will
gain “quick wins” using their execu-
tion skills, and become more
confident as a result; and

• helps sales professionals improve their
performance with current customers,
even before applying a sales planning
methodology to them.

When sales managers and salespeople
master those insightful behaviors first,
the strategic plans that emerge after-
wards are infused with successful
agreement-building at every stage of
the sales process.

The key to effectiveness: first embed
execution skills in your sales organiza-
tion, then implement strategy training.
The idea may seem counterintuitive,
but in the long run it’s the path to
profitable, value-based selling success.

–Ron D’Andrea is Executive Vice President
at BayGroup International, a global train-
ing and consulting firm that helps major
corporations implement profitable go-to-
market strategies and build shareholder
value.



About BayGroup International

BayGroup International partners with corporate executives to improve shareholder value by:

• Ensuring that key business initiatives demonstrate significant ROI;

• Helping implement “go-to-market” strategies successfully; and

• Building skills across the organization for creating profitable agreements, both internally and
externally.

BayGroup International implements strategic projects that include research, highly tailored
training, and the tracking of results. Our work in client organizations is supported and reinforced
through executive leadership communication campaigns, management coaching, and internet-
delivered performance support tools. Using our proven behavior change approach has helped
clients achieve desired business results, and improve the ability of key employees to build better
agreements with:

• Customers, especially when competitive sales pressure threatens profits.

• Suppliers and other outside parties, whose increasing costs can erode the bottom line.

• Internal team members and between individuals, where failure to handle tough, contentious
issues can threaten quality, customer service, restructuring, and other strategic initiatives.

• Strategic partners, where poor agreements can threaten the success of mergers and acquisitions, as
well as other mission-critical alliances (in areas such as distribution, research and development,
and marketing).

By partnering with BayGroup International, clients achieve significant improvements in human
performance and millions of dollars in bottom-line results.

Since its founding in 1980, BayGroup International has built a select client list of major global
corporations, focusing on the technology, telecommunications, pharmaceuticals, transportation,
consumer products, and financial services industries. Our consultants have worked in North and
South America, Asia, Europe, and the Middle East. We serve our clients from offices in major
cities around the world.

To find out more, contact us at:

Global Headquarters
BayGroup International

2200 Larkspur Landing Circle
Larkspur, California 94939 USA

Tel. 800.533.9480
Fax. 800.279.5515
www.baygroup.com


