
"SINCE IT IS PEOPLE WHO HAVE PROBLEMS, THE ART OF SELLING 
IS BECOMING THE ART OF PROBLEM SOLVING." 

THE IMPACT 
OF CONSULTATIVE 

SELLING 

BY GENE 
SOKOL 

Sound bat t le s t r a t egy has a lways 
been based on t h r ee e lements — 
adequa te t ra ining of the t roops, 
backup suppor t and intelligence or 
information for s t ra teg ic and tacti-
cal decisions. 

The bat t le for sales is no excep-
t i o n . i \ d e q u a t e t r a i n i n g of t h e 
sales force, managemen t suppor t 
via commitment of mater ia l , ener -
gy, t ime and money and cur ren t 
information on client needs and 
compet i tor p roducts are prerequi-
s i t e s f o r s u c c e s s f u l s a l e s o p e r a -
tions. 

A l t h o u g h t h e s e s t r a t e g i c e le -
men t s remain impor tan t today, the 
tactical e lements have changed. 
Uniqueness and image were once 
the weapons tha t de te rmined the 
competi t ive edge of one product 
over another . For highly regula ted 
industr ies , however , prices have 
become the major factor as differ-
ences be tween product lines dimin-
ish. 

The pharmaceut ical indus t ry is a 
good case in point. Quality control 
regulat ions have forced product 
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adherence to cer tain " s t anda rds . " 
Cos t -con t ro l r e g u l a t i o n s h a v e 
p rompted a squeeze play by gener-
ic d r u g s o v e r b r a n d - n a m e p r o -
ducts . As a resul t of t hese controls, 
new d rugs a re being introduced 
l e s s f r e q u e n t l y , and w h e n t h e y 
are , these products a re viewed as 
being increasingly similar, in the 
physicians' eyes , to products tha t 
are already on the m a r k e t . Mean-
while, promotional p r e s s u r e s f rom 
m a n u f a c t u r e r s c o n t i n u e t o in -
crease . 

These changes have driven the 
intensi ty of competi t ion to heights 
previously unknown. Indus t r ies 
are scrambling for new sales am-
munition in order to survive . Man-
ufac tu re r s have come to under-
s tand tha t as less di f ferent ia t ion 
exis ts be tween products within a 
product line, the more they mus t 
r e l y on a s s o c i a t e d s e r v i c e s o r 
super ior sales personnel to provide 
the incremental d i f ference or com-
pet i t ive edge. The new sales tools 
being forged, unders tandably , a re 
m o r e p e o p l e - o r i e n t e d t h a n p r o -
duct-or iented. 

Since it is people who have prob-
lems, the ar t of selling is becoming 
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the a r t of problem-solving. The 
t rend is toward "consul tat ive sell-
ing" r a t h e r than product -presen ta -
tion selling. Gone a re the days 
when a sales r ep re sen t a t i ve can 
leave product samples on a cus-
tomer ' s desk to sell themselves . 
With consul ta t ive selling, new re-
lationships be tween the sales rep 
r e sen ta t ive and cus tomer , as well 
as be tween sales personnel and 
management , mus t evolve. 

The salesperson 's role changes 
to helping cus tomers solve prob-
l e m s t h r o u g h t h e aid of t h e 
company's products or services. 
The salesperson must be concern-
ed with the cus tomer ' s total needs 
and be able to ant icipate how these 
needs can be met most sat isfactor-
ily and efficiently. 

Product presenta t ion still is a 
v i a b l e m o d e fo r c o n s u m e r s a l e s 
w h e r e t h e a d v e r t i s i n g m e d i u m 
provides the impetus for consumer 
demand for a product . In consulta-
t ive selling, however , t he sales-
p e r s o n c r e a t e s d e m a n d t h r o u g h 
i n n o v a t i v e and i n t e r a c t i v e p r o -
cesses . As a member of a problem-
solving team, the successful sales 
r epresen ta t ive often ini t iates and 



maintains dialogue with the cus-
tomer, de termines what obstacles 
the customer perceives as being in 
the way, and sugges ts the means, 
products or services tha t may help 
the customer overcome these ob-
stacles. 

The degree to which consulta-
tive selling is taking hold in the 
health care field can be seen by the 
level of interaction between sci-
entist and sales represen ta t ive at 
the annual meet ing of the Federa-
t ion of A m e r i c a n S o c i e t i e s for 
Exper imental Biology (FASEB). 
More and more, one can see a 
scientist en te r the exhibit area of 
certain manufac turers , be gree ted 
by a salesperson, and then led to a 
seat in a corner away from the 
c rowd for a p r o b l e m - e x p r e s s i o n 
session. No initial effort is made to 
s t e e r t h e s c i e n t i s t s t o w a r d a n y 
particular piece of equipment on 
d i s p l a y . Only a f t e r 10 to 20 
minutes of consultation is t he re a 
suggestion to examine a product to 
see if it could provide a solution to 
the problem at hand. 

Consultative selling demands a 
grea t deal of flexibility in approach 
on t h e p a r t of s a l e s p e r s o n n e l . 
Everybody has different problems, 
and even when a common problem 
does exist , the re may be different 
preferences for solution. All this 
precludes the traditional stock and 
rehearsed product "line" or "pitch." 
Thus, consultative selling requires 
not only v e r b a l c o m m u n i c a t i o n 
skills and in-depth knowledge of 
products or services, but also a 
c e r t a i n s e n s e of s e l f - c o n f i d e n c e 
t h a t e n a b l e s t h e s a l e s p e r s o n to 
participate in a problem-solving 
mode. 

Management and 
Training Staff Roles 

Needless to say, such indepen-
dent activity on the par t of the 
sales representa t ive raises some 
important questions regarding the 
means by which the salesperson is 
most effectively t ra ined. Given the 
fair amount of autonomy which the 
salesperson is expected to achieve, 
who is most responsible for per-
formance of the represen ta t ives in 
the field, the district manager ; the 
corporate t raining staff; or a com-
bination of the two? 

S t a t e d a n o t h e r w a y , who is 

m o r e qua l i f i ed to g u i d e n e w l y 
hired representa t ives in acquiring 
selling skills than the t ra iner who 
has gone to grea t pains to develop 
and p e r f e c t t h e t r a i n i n g p ro-
gram? Or, is the "hands-on" expe-
r i ence of t h e d i s t r i c t m a n a g e r 
more valuable to the representa-
tive? 

Every company has experienced 
the f rus t ra t ion of implementing a 
training or development program 
that instills a high degree of enthu-
siasm in part icipants at its con-
clusion, only to see this enthusiasm 
wilt in the field for lack of adequate 
follow-up and reinforcement . For 
most industr ies facing this situa-
tion, the working relationship be-
tween field management and cor-
porate t raining often becomes an 
exercise in de ten te . Both seek a 
highly motivated and performance-
oriented sales force, but the s t ra te -
gies to reach this goal often are at 
odds. When the end result is posi-
tive, both field management and 
training will take the credit . If the 
end result is anything less, both 
have each other to blame. 

T h i s was t h e s i t u a t i o n f a c i n g 
Penwalt Pharmaceuticals until the 
company implemented a new train-
ing program in 1976 which provid-
ed a harmonious single s t ra tegy 
that allowed flexibility in the field 
and t ra ining functions. The pro-
gram objective is to increase the 
judgmental ability of the repre-
sentat ive in analyzing each individ-
ual selling situation, and to utilize 
the most appropria te selling skill 
to move the customer to a buying 
decision. 

Bob G r a n i k , d i s t r i c t m a n a g e r 
for t h e Rx d iv i s ion of P e n w a l t 
Pharmaceutical , in the Los Angeles 
metropolitan region and Hawaii, 
s ta tes that the program actually 
places pr imary responsibility for 
the sales representa t ive ' s perform-
ance squarely on the shoulder of 
each individual with the help and 
support of the t raining staff and 
district manager . 

"After a one-week training ses-
sion with the district manager , our 
new hires spend their f irst three to 
four months in the field," Granik 
said, "without the benefits of our 
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f o r m a l s a l e s - sk i l l s t r a i n i n g pro-
gram. This break-in period allows 
t rainees with no previous experi-
ence in the industry to receive a 
kind of hands-on experience which 
enables the t rainees to be t t e r re-
late to the sales-skills t raining they 
receive in the home office. During 
this three to four-month period, 
the n e w r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s h a v e 
passed comprehensive p r o d u c t -
k n o w l e d g e t e s t s on o u r m a j o r 
products. At this t ime, our new 
representa t ives are ready to go to 
our Rochester , New York head-
quar te r s . In Rochester , Gene So-
kol, who is Penwalt ' s Rx Division 
manager of training and education, 
teaches them selling skills in using 
the Systematic Selling Techniques 
{SST) program. The SST program 
fea tu res sales skills which the rep-
resenta t ives will need to become 
successful in this industry ." 

While I appreciate Mr. Granik 's 
point of view, I don't personally 
find that sales representa t ives be-
come successful jus t by learning 
these skills. I not only teach the 
SST program, but spend at least 
half the time in the t raining session 
on implementation of the skills in 
actual sales situations. We accom-
plish this by discussion, problem 
solving and skill practice. 

By the end of the t raining ses-
s ion, t h e s a l e s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s 
have demonst ra ted tha t they have 
not only learned the new skills but 
can also implement them. Af te r 
t h i s t r a i n i n g s e s s i o n , t h e s a l e s 
representa t ives re turn to the field 
where the district manager takes 
over the critical role of follow-up 
and s u p p o r t . A l t h o u g h I 'm no t 
sure all managers realize it, the 
successful implementation of the 
SST skills depends primarily on 
the district manager . 

' For example, one of the methods 
I use to gauge the ongoing use of 
SST skills is the use of question-
naires. At the conclusion of the 
training program, representa t ives 
indicate that their confidence and 
comfort levels are very high. The 
r e s p o n s e to t h e q u e s t i o n n a i r e s 
tha t are sent out th ree to four 
months after the SST training re-
veal tha t some representa t ives are 
disregarding certain of the skills 
and in isolated cases using very 

few of the newly learned skills. In 
general , skills not being used are 
those which required the g rea tes t 
change in behavior. This is why 
the role of the district manager is 
so critical. Unless the district man-
ager provides effective follow-up 
and support , some representa t ives 
fall back on old habits, particularly 
"canned" presentat ions. 

"Personally, I spend at least 50 
to 60 per cent of my t ime in coach-
ing and support activities basically 
for Systematic Selling Techniques 
(SST), r a the r than product-know-
ledge skills," noted Granik. "Par t 
of the reason for this is the geo-
graphic na ture of my ter r i tory — a 
largely mobile, expanding, urban 
population mandat ing an increased 
need for well-trained representa-
t i v e s . H o w e v e r , b e c a u s e of my 
commitment to the SST program, 
which I used in the field for two 
years before becoming a district 
manager , I think coaching is vitally 
important regardless of terri torial 
differences. 

"I have seen it work effectively 
for many types of salespeople. But 
I do feel that a f te r the formal train-
ing period there is increased ner-
vousness in all the representa t ives 
with whom I have worked. This 
has relatively little to do with the 
style or type of training, but a lot 
t o do w i t h t h e impos i t i on of a 
s t ruc tu re of a sales call, requir ing 
behavioral changes on the part of 
some representa t ives . 

"This psychological impact some-
times creates a monster out of a 
very fine educational tool," Gran-
ik noted. "Some representa t ives 
are so concerned about implement-
ing all the skills, that they forget 
the major purpose of the call, to 
conv ince t h e p h y s i c i a n s to p re -
scribe our products . The repre-
s e n t a t i v e s end up w i n n i n g t h e 
bat t le and losing the war . 

"Af te r a period of what I call 4un-
molding', the representa t ive be-
comes confident enough to mold 
the SST program to the physicians' 
needs and not feel encumbered by 
the s t ruc ture . I agree with Mr. 
Sokol's comments about the confi-
dence and comfort levels since I 've 
observed their effect on a repre-
s e n t a t i v e ' s p e r f o r m a n c e in t h e 
f ie ld . Fo l low-up c o a c h i n g is t h e 
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key. 
"In order to regain the spontan-

eity most representa t ies develop 
in the first three months, without 
training, I encourage them to con-
cent ra te on what I consider the 
two skills which most influence the 
success of the sales call — position-
ing s t a t e m e n t s and e x p l o r a t o r y 
probes. Then I have them blend in 
the other skills as they feel confi-
dent to do so. I'd say it takes about 
an average of six months for most 
people to comfortably implement 
all the SST skills. I don't expect 
salespersons to completely mesh 
them together before then ." 

Not only that , but I am interest-
ed in constantly improving sales 
sk i l l s r a t h e r t h a n p e r f e c t i o n in 
some arb i t ra ry time period. We 
c o n s i d e r i m p r o v e m e n t s in s a l e s 
sk i l l s and o t h e r a r e a s as an 
ongoing process. 

This is particularly important 
for experienced represen ta t ives . 
Over the years , a once outs tanding 
salesperson may fall fu r the r and 
fu r the r behind because they don't 

believe a sales skills program can 
" t e a c h an old d o g new t r i c k s . " 
Actually, we are finding tha t the 
SST program may rekindle some 
of the interest in skills and ap-
proaches they have unconsciously 
stopped using. 

"In Penwal t recru i tment efforts , 
when the sales-training program is 
described to potential new hires, 
their in terest in joining the com-
p a n y h e i g h t e n s , " a c c o r d i n g t o 
Granik. "Even those who apply 
with some non-pharmaceutical sell-
ing experience are encouraged to 
find tha t top-management does not 
consider SST a minor investment 
of the individual's t ime. Company 
commitment to the improvement 
of sales skills and the feeling you 
are not out the re alone, selling in a 
vacuum, are especially important 
to selling success." 

When do representa t ives reach 
t h e i r h i g h e s t s e l l i n g p o t e n t i a l ? 
N e i t h e r M r . G r a n i k nor I can 
agree on an answer , and we ques-
tion whether it is possible to ans-
wer . 

"After all," said Granik, "sell-
ing in the pharmaceutical business 
is a d y n a m i c p r o c e s s due to 
changing physician needs and in-
te res t s , and to the introduction or 
app l i ca t ion of new and e x i s t i n g 
products . But I 've told my people 
that when they can go through an 
entire day without worrying about 
using SST skills, they have posi-
tively integrated them into their 
s e l l i ng a c t i v i t y . And e v e r y day 
without a worry rep resen t s an im-
provement in their confidence in 
using the skills." 

For Penwalt Pharmaceuticals , 
the SST program has been very 
rewarding. It appears to extend 
t h e a d d a g e , " c h a n c e f a v o r s t h e 
p r e p a r e d m i n d , " t o a c o r o l l a r y , 
"sales favor systematic skills. 

Gene Sokol is manager of Training and 
Education for the Rx division of Penwalt 
Pharmaceuticals in Rochester, NY. Pre-
v ious ly , he was a s a l e s p e r s o n and 
d i s t r i c t s a l e s m a n a g e r b e f o r e b e i n g 
promoted to his current position. 
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