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A Winning Sales Formula: P3 x IQ = $³

Patience, persistence, and prudence multiplied by intelligence -- that will tell you when to abandon reluctant clients for fresh prospects "You've got to know when to hold 'em, know when to fold 'em," is one of my favorite lines from Kenny Rogers' song, The Gambler. I usually don't take sales advice from card sharps, but the question of just how long to keep calling on a reluctant customer is one that everyone who sells will face pretty much every day.

I was really moved by the recent Johnson & Johnson Spotlight Presentation, Door to Door, starring William H. Macy. It's the true story of a salesman named Bill Porter, who was born with cerebral palsy but didn't let that stop him from becoming a champion door-to-door rep for Winona (Minn.)-based Watkins Company. Despite his difficulty in walking and talking, he became the top-grossing salesperson in Portland, then the Northwest, and, finally, the whole of the U.S. (See BW Online, 8/12/02, "Hits of a TV Salesman")

WISDOM TO CHEW ON.  There was one scene that really touched me. It was Bill's first day of selling and he sat down on a bus-stop bench to get out the lunch. On the sandwich his mother had made, she had written with red food coloring two words of inspiration. On one side, "Patience" and the other, "Persistence." In other words, know when to hold 'em.

Patience and Persistence. These two words are good guideposts to start a sales career. We all want success and we want it quickly, but it usually takes calling on a lot of prospects, making many presentations, and handling loads of objections to build the momentum that makes things happen.

When I think about making a start in sales -- whether it's a new job, a new territory, or a new product -- the image of a great train comes to mind. At first, tremendous energy is expended, yet the locomotive and its wagons don't even appear to be moving. The engine continues to put out a lot of energy, and then, slowly, you notice that the wheels are just starting to turn. Later, when you see it steaming full speed down the tracks, it's easy to forget how much initial effort was required to reach that seemingly unstoppable speed. When selling, think of the application of effort as the energy that builds the momentum of success.

IMPEDIMENTS AREN'T BARRIERS.  Patience and persistence are especially important for salespeople with disabilities. Bill Porter walked with a painful gait and couldn't speak clearly, but he had the heart of a salesman -- so he went out and sold! When you think about it, we all fall short of physical perfection. We may be short, tall or thin, or generously-sized. Maybe you wear a hearing aid or use a wheelchair. If Bill Porter could build the momentum to become a sales champion, so can you.

That said, in the long term, patience and persistence are not enough. My favorite definition of insanity is to keep doing the same thing and expecting different results. You can call on clients who just aren't going to buy until the end of time. In those cases, no combination of patience and persistence will bring success.

So there's a third "P", the one that stands for "prudence," or as Kenny Rogers would advise, the wisdom to "know when to fold 'em." If you give up on a prospective customer too soon, you may walk away from closing a sale. Too late, and you've wasted your valuable selling time. It's never an easy decision.

"BEST TEACHER".  Knowing when to call it quits takes experience. A saying that comes to mind is, "Considering how expensive it is, experience ought to be the best teacher." However, your own personal failures and successes aren't the only places to find that special gift, the insight to know when to stay and when to move. You can learn from other successful salespeople and the many fine books on selling. Trust me, heeding the lessons of others is cheaper and much less painful.

Okay, you've made the decision to stop calling on a customer. There's one last thing you've got to do" Tell them! Not being suave or smooth, I'm always direct about it. I review the benefits our products or services could give them one last time, and then I ask, honestly and frankly, why they haven't bought.

If they hem and haw, do as I do: gently ask if it would be okay for their account to be transferred to the general marketing department. Don't offer them the chance to meet another, flesh-and-blood salesperson, just let them know they're being pushed to the back burner. Maybe that will be enough to make them step up to the plate and buy. Maybe they'll be relieved because, for whatever reason, they aren't in a position to be issuing purchase orders and cutting checks. Whatever happens, one way or another, you will be free to move on to prospects with greater potential.

RETREAT ISN'T DEFEAT.  There are lots of poems and famous sayings exhorting you not to quit. I have several up in my office and maybe you do, too. However, moving on after calling on a customer who has refused to buy isn't the same as giving up. It's both sensible and efficient to redirect your efforts. Going home early, now that's quitting. But calling on someone new, or in a fresh geographic territory or industry, that's not quitting. That's selling.

Many of us were raised with the adage, "If you try and don't succeed, try and try again." As we grow older, many of us learn the truth in its opposite, "If you try and don't succeed, quit. There's no use being a darn fool about it." Just remember: You may give up on a customer, but never quit selling -- and never, ever, under any circumstances, quit on yourself. Happy Selling!

Michelle Nichols is a sales consultant, trainer, and speaker based in Houston. She welcomes your questions and comments and can be reached at michellemnichols@savvyselling.biz
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