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R ecently I took a trip to the local drugstore because I was

curious about something. Of all the medicinal products on

the shelves, how many do you suppose treat actual sicknesses, and

how many do you suppose treat the symptoms of sicknesses? I’ll tell

you. Of the 511 different medicinal products on the “Cold and

Cough” aisle at the local Longs drugstore here in my hometown,

485 products treat symptoms and only 26 treat the actual root of

the sickness. Go to your local drugstore and I’m sure you’ll come up

with about the same percentage. That’s 95 percent! Have we become

a nation of symptomatic maniacs? 

Certainly there is a time and place to treat symptoms, namely,

when we’re in the process of treating the sickness. When we’ve hurt

ourselves and are on the way to getting our wounds treated, we take

something to ease the pain or do something to stop the bleeding. Of

course, there is value in treating symptoms. But if we’re honest,

more often than not we rely too heavily on symptomatic treatments,

and we overlook the sickness. 

The truth is that many of us love temporary fixes. We order

them from commercials, catalogs, and magazines because we think

they are the answer to our problems. We buy ’em up because when

CHAPTERTHREE

Mistake #3: Tinkering

Treating the symptoms but not the sickness 
of poor selling efforts
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into an office without an appointment, and the construction of a

sale is completed when the prospect gives a final yes or no. Their

mental sales manual looks something like this:

INCORRECT SALES MANUAL

Contact prospect

Present product

Sale lost                   Ask for business                 Sale made

Deliver product

Move on to next sale

Not only is that a grossly insufficient sales strategy, but it also leaves

you exposed and vulnerable to many potential problems, such as:

• Prolonged phone calls

• Uninterested prospects

• High-maintenance, low-profit prospects

• Constant objections
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CORRECT SALES MANUAL

Target top prospect

Prepare prospect with creative letter and/or referral call

Approach prospect using preceding letter 
and/or referral as introduction

Set appointment to discuss business

Interview prospect to ascertain values, standards, and needs

Prospect does not meet your standards                Prospect does
meet your

Thank prospect for his/her time. standards
Move on to next prospect

Present solutions to prospect’s expressed needs

Survey prospect to ascertain and correct any problems

Ask for business

Prospect objects                                   Prospect agrees

Continue adding value for two years           Deliver Product
or until prospect agrees to business

Continue adding value

Build a mutually beneficial partnership 
in which you have both agreed 

to invest on a regular basis
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Prior to August 6, 2000, the term forced overtime was not a hot

topic. In fact, it probably wouldn’t have registered any results

in a search of the article archives of the top newspapers and news

magazines. But when some 87,000 employees of Verizon Communi-

cations went on strike that day against the nation’s largest provider

of local telephone and wireless services, many people perked up

their ears.

Verizon is a communications giant in the United States. At the

time of the strike the company had nearly 65 million access lines in

33 million households in 32 states, as well as 25 million wireless

customers in all 50 states. In addition, the company had approxi-

mately 260,000 employees. While the numbers equaled big profits

for the communications company, they also equaled big problems

when one-third of its employees formed a multi-state picket line.

And of all the factors that led to their protest, forced overtime was

at the top of their list.  One employee described the striking work-

ers’ concerns this way: “The company expects us to be at their beck

and call and everything else be damned. I fully recognize that the

company can’t staff for the busiest day of the year and have people

waiting around the rest of the time . . . But they’ve mismanaged the

CHAPTERFOUR

Mistake #4: Moonlighting

Building a business-based life instead 
of a life-based business
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1. Priority:

Vision statement:

Mission statement:

2. Priority:

Vision statement:

Mission statement:

3. Priority:

Vision statement:

Mission statement:

4. Priority:

Vision statement:

Mission statement:

5. Priority:

Vision statement:

Mission statement:
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the popularity of the Do Not Call Registry, you are lucky to ever get

over that hurdle. But even if you end up making a sale from a gam-

bling strategy, it’s still unlikely that you’ve built trust. Most cold-

calling strategies are based on either high pressure or subtle deceit.

And neither is any way to start a sales relationship. Both create a

measure of tension between you and your prospect, and as you cer-

tainly know from your personal relationships, tension doesn’t help

create trust. It usually does just the opposite.

The following graph illustrates how tension in a sales call (on

the phone or in person) acts as the antagonist of trust:

Tension

Resistance Acceptance

Trust

As you can see from the graph, trust and tension are at opposite

ends of the selling spectrum. Tension creates resistance. Trust leads

to acceptance. And routinely, when one is increasing, the other tends

to decrease. In other words, when tension is at its highest, trust is at

its lowest, and so is the probability of a prospect’s acceptance of

your offer.

On the other hand, as tension decreases, so does resistance, thus

increasing a prospect’s trust and the probability that she will accept

your offer. Therefore, it is in your best selling interest to travel the

path of least resistance, so to speak—to go down the path where

tension is continually reduced and trust is continually advanced.
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My friend Brent recently shared a story from his selling days

that demonstrates the gross insufficiency of another fatal

mistake made by salespeople.

In 1991, Brent was hired by a privately owned financial services

company to originate loans for individuals with substandard credit.

His instructions were simple (or simply insufficient): pull out the

phone book and start calling on local banks that offered loans only

to those with good credit. The so-called prospecting strategy was

aimed at taking the bad-credit loan applicants off their hands. The

only problem was that Brent didn’t have a single contact in the loan

business. He was ambitious, however. But his enthusiastic prospect-

ing efforts ended up being more of a wake-up call than anything else.

In preparation for his first full week on the job, Brent spent a

few hours compiling a list of local banks from the phone book. He

also made several anonymous phone calls to banks on his list to

determine the names of the managing loan officers. That, he hoped,

would at least emit a little warmth on his cold-calling attempts. 

When 9:00 A.M. rolled around on what would be his first offi-

cial day of prospecting, Brent was at his desk and raring to go. With

his list of banks and managers’ names in hand, he pulled out his

CHAPTERSEVEN

Mistake #7: Gambling

Making unplanned calls on unknown customers 
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Before heading down to a local Toyota dealership, Sheryl

and I had spent some time determining which models we were

interested in. Our boys are growing up fast, and with their skate-

boards, snowboards, surfboards, motorcycles, and baseball equip-

ment, we simply needed more space. After much research and

discussion, we settled on a Toyota Sequoia. 

About a mile from our house was a Toyota dealership. Con-

venient, we thought. That would be where we would begin our jour-

ney. But upon our arrival, I knew we were in for trouble as a

salesperson approached us. It was clearly his turn to spin the sales

wheel of fortune and try to land a sale. As he left his strategic perch

facing the customer parking lot and glided like a hawk toward us, I

said to myself, Here we go again. And he didn’t let me down. 

He started with some shallow, meaningless engagement—not

bothering to introduce himself or ask our names. And while I tried

to give him the cold shoulder, he persisted with his agenda.

Eventually I responded by telling him that we were looking for a

Toyota Sequoia and wanted to test-drive one. 

His unfeeling response surprised me: “We don’t have any. The

car is very popular and they fly off the lot the minute they get here.” 

CHAPTEREIGHT

Mistake #8: Begging

Seeking your customers’ business before
earning your customers’ trust
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DIAGRAM 1: BEGGING FOR BUSINESS

5. Asking for Business Again

4. Managing Objections

3. Asking for Business

2. Interviewing Prospect

1. Approaching Prospect

TIME

DIAGRAM 2: ESTABLISHING BUY-IN

4. Asking for Business

3. Offering Solutions

2. Interviewing Prospect

1. Approaching Prospect

TIME

As you can see from Diagram 1, when salespeople make the fatal

mistake of begging, they spend very little time on the initial trust-

building steps of the selling process, namely, approaching and inter-
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Asurvey conducted by market research company Crestwood

Associates revealed that nearly two-thirds of sales customers

continue to look for and purchase products from other vendors

despite receiving the level of value and service they expected from

their current vendor.1 This statistic indicates that in the world of

sales, simply meeting customers’ expectations is good enough to

secure a client, but not necessarily to keep a client. 

In an era of ever-expanding choices, being successful in the sales

profession takes more than courtesy and kindness. It takes more than

mere professionalism. And it takes more than merely meeting cus-

tomers’ needs. Yet many salespeople are still selling with a simple arse-

nal of service, value, and good products. And while those things are

integral parts of being a successful salesperson (in other words, you

can’t be successful without them), they are not enough to set you apart

from your competition in the long run. In short, service, value, and good

products can earn you the trust of your clients, but these things will not

necessarily keep your clients loyal in the long run because smart con-

sumers always have wandering eyes, searching for better deals. 

Other salespeople who are striving to improve their game are also

taking steps to increase their level of service, add more value, and

CHAPTERTEN

Mistake #10: Stagnating

Losing your sales edge by neglecting 
your growth curve
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JACK TROUT AND STEVE RIVKIN’S  
“EXPLOSION OF CHOICE” CHART

choices in numerous sales industries have literally exploded—and

have continued to grow—since the early 1970s. 

ITEM EARLY 1970s LATE 1990s

Vehicle models 140 260

KFC menu items 7 14   

Vehicle styles 654 1,212

Frito-Lay chip varieties 10 78

SUV styles 8 38

Breakfast cereals 160 340

PC models 0 400

Pop-Tarts 3 29

Software titles 0 250,000

Soft drink brands 20 87

Websites 0 4,757,894

Bottled water brands 16 50

Movie releases 267 458

Milk types 4 19

Airports 11,261 18,202

Colgate toothpastes 2 17

Magazine titles 339 790

Mouthwashes 15 66

New book titles 40,530 77,446

Dental flosses 12 64

Community colleges 886 1,742

Prescription drugs 6,131 7,563

Amusement parks 362 1,174

OTC pain relievers 17 141

TV screen sizes 5 15

Levi’s jean styles 41 70
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Houston TV channels 5 185

Running shoe styles 5 285

Radio stations 7,038 12,458

Women’s hosiery styles 5 90

McDonald’s items 13 43

Contact lens types 1 36

In their concluding remarks on the explosion of consumer

choice, Trout and Rivkin write the following:

The dictionary defines tyranny as absolute power that often is

harsh or cruel. So it is with choice. With the enormous competi-

tion, markets today are driven by choice. The customer has so

many good alternatives that you pay dearly for your mistakes.

Your competitors get your business and you don’t get it back very

easily. Companies that don’t understand this will not survive.3 

And I’d add that the same holds true for the salespeople of such

companies. The fact is that when you make the mistake of stagnat-

ing, when you allow your selling strategy to grow old and stale in an

ever-growing, ever-changing industry, you will end up a bottom

dweller in your own cesspool of lost sales.

THE NORMALCY OF CHANGE

Many things change in the sales industry on a regular basis. And if

you don’t adjust your selling strategy along with the changes, if you

don’t continue to raise your own selling bar, you will end up stuck

in the mud while your competition glides by you. Here’s what I’m

talking about:

M I S T A K E # 1 0 :  S T A G N A T I N G
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From Differentiate or Die, “The Explosion of Choice,” by Jack Trout and Steve Rivkin (John Wiley &
Sons, 2000). Reprinted by permission of John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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