
Changing the Language of 
Selling 

By TONY ALESSANDRA and JIM CATHCART 

There's more to the opposition of "traditional" and "progressive sales 
than TYieve semantics. For instancey one approach is far more effective than 
the other. 

Do you think it's true that 
a sales call by any other 
name would accomplish 

the same goals? We think not. 
Certainly every sales call has 
similarities to others, but the 
way the salesperson approaches 
the call distinguishes progressive 
sales from traditional sales. 

Do you often hear traditional 
sales language being used, such 
as "the pitch," "the pre-
approach," "closing" or "over-
coming objections"? Do your 
trainers and salespeople revive 
these tired old bromides: "buyers 
are liars," "buyer's remorse," 
"call reluctance," "creating 
needs," "the half-nelson close," 
"the sharp-angle close," "the 
mother-in-law close," "the hat in 
hand close"? If this sounds un-
comfortably familiar, perhaps you 
should revise your training pro-
grams and create a team of pro-
gressive salespeople. 

Reexamine your training pro-
grams and materials. Where is 
the emphasis placed—on relation-
ship building or closing tech-
niques? Does information gather-
ing receive more attention in the 
training process, or is the sales 
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presentation the center of 
attention? 

Both schools of sales thought 
have four basic steps in the sales 
process: information gathering, 
proposal, confirmation and 
follow-through. Progressive sales 
emphasizes the information-
gathering stage whereas tradi-
tional sales focuses on the sales 
close. In addition, there are dif-
ferences in terms that each sales 
school uses. In traditional sales, 
the vernacular implies manipula-
tion or superficiality (e.g., pre-
approach, the pitch and closing). 
Progressive sales terms show 
concern, preparedness, coopera-
tion and the intent to continue 
the relationship after the sale 
(e.g., planning, proposing, 
confirming and assuring). 

The amount of time spent on 
each phase of the sale is 
represented in Figure 1 by the 
width of the area surrounding it. 
The traditional salesperson 
spends an inordinate amount of 
time trying to convince the client 
to buy. The progressive salesper-
son, however, takes more time to 
study the customer's problems 
and needs in order to be of ser-
vice. Is it any wonder that pro-
gressive salespeople are more 
successful than their high-
pressure, manipulative peers? 

Information gathering 

The information-gathering 
phase for the traditional salesper-

son is much less involved than 
for progressive salespeople. The 
traditional salesperson spends 
some time in small talk and then 
launches into a planned presenta-
tion regardless of what the 
client's needs are. The assump-
tion that the client needs the pro-
duct or service is not only 
ridiculous, but also insulting in 
many cases. 

The progressive salesperson 
operates differently. He or she 
breaks the information-gathering 
process into three stages: plan-
ning, meeting and studying. 
These beginning steps plant the 
seeds from which a continual, 
mutual business relationship can 
grow. 

Planning involves territory, 
time and account management, 
promotion, market planning and 
analysis, prospect planning and 
call preparation. All are 
necessary to entering the sales 
call with the air of confidence 
and knowledge that is crucial to 
the establishment of trust. 
Without planning, your call ratio 
will be much lower because you 
may be pursuing the wrong 
prospects. 

The purpose of meeting with 
your client is to establish a rap-
port and begin a business friend-
ship. Traditional salespeople, at 
best, establish only a casual ac-
quaintance with their customers. 
The characteristics of these two 
approaches are compared in 
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Table 1. The business friendship 
is a more valid relationship; there 
is flexibility, cooperation and 
trust. The casual acquaintance is 
a limited relationship; it fu l f i l l s 
the needs of only one person— 
the salesperson. Buyers today 
are less tolerant of the one-sided 
traditional sales approach. 

The meeting phase is a time 
for the progressive salesperson 
to prove his or her credibility 
and sincere desire to be of ser-
vice. To do so, the salesperson 
must convey the proper physical 
and verbal image. This leads to 
the development of trust and op-
portunities to gather more sen-
sitive or less obvious information. 

One of the major differences 
between traditional and pro-
gressive sales is the amount of 
study that takes place. The tradi-
tional salesperson spends little 
time studying. He or she 
assumes a need exists based on 
cursory external observa-
tions.The professional salesper-
son, however, is truly concerned 
with the prospect's situation and 
studies it exhaustively. This 
studying encompasses the pros-
pect's personal style, business 
needs and objectives, financial 
status and so on. This is done by 
encouraging the prospect to 
become involved in the sales pro-
cess. By asking open-ended ques-
tions and other probing methods, 
the salesperson invites the client 
to provide information that 
otherwise would remain 
unknown. In this way, the pro-
spect is able to feel that the sale 
was a mutual agreement rather 
than a compromise due to a craf-
ty salesperson. 

The proposal 

After meeting with the client 
and studying the problem, the 
progressive salesperson proposes 
a solution to the client's problem. 
Both traditional and progressive 
sales allocate approximately the 
same amount of time to the 
presentation. Beyond the time 
factor, however, the similarities 
between the two approaches 
disappear. 

The traditional salesperson 
gives an identical presentation to 
all clients, regardless of their 
needs. The salesperson may use a 
canned presentation or some 
other inflexible technique in 
order to cover all the product's 
benefits. When all the benefits 
are recited by the salesperson in 
shotgun fashion, the presentation 
becomes ineffective and boring. 
The client tends to tune out ir-
relevant selling points and may 
even miss the relevant ones. The 
salesperson comes across as be-
ing totally insensitive to the 
client's needs. 

The progressive sales approach 
is one in which the proposal is 
custom-tailored to the client's 
needs, personal style and situa-

tion. Benefits are discussed as 
they apply to specific problems. 
This allows the presentation to 
be more meaningful to the client 
because more time can be spent 
on pertinent details. Each sales 
proposal is different because no 
two clients' problems are alike. 

The progressive sales proposal 
is more know than show. The 
salesperson knows what the 
client's needs are and seeks to 
satisfy them rather than putting 
on a show to dazzle and win the 
client over. This is not to say 
that showmanship is not ap-
propriate to progressive sales. It 
is valuable; however, it is not the 
top priority. Showmanship in 
moderation and where ap-
propriate can hold interest and 
create memorable presentations. 

Figure 1. 
Time Spent in the Selling Process 

Traditional Sales Progressive Sales 

Information Small Plan 
Gathering Talk Meet 

Study 

Proposal Pitch Propose 

Close 
Confirmation Overcome Objections Confirm 

Follow-through Resell 

Assure 
Customer 

Satisfaction 

Table 1. 
Traditional vs. Progressive Sales Relationships 

Casual Acquaintance 

Topics are social or general. 
Dialogue is limited. 
Little is known about each other. 
Attitude is often I win/you lose. 
Personal courtesies are shown. 
Additional meetings are not expected. 
Interest is sporadic and spontaneous. 
Meetings could last any length of 

time. 
Meetings happen at any time. 
Disagreements are a threat. 

Business Friendship 

Business topics are appropriate. 
Dialogue is open. 
Mutual professional respect is shown. 
Attitude is I win/you win. 
Professional courtesy is shown. 
Follow-through is expected. 
Interest is shown in needs and goals. 
Meetings are usually brief and 

businesslike. 
Appointments are made. 
Disagreements are opportunities for 

mutual problem solving. 
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Confirming the sale 

As is shown in Figure 1, the 
confirmation phase of the sale is 
inversely proportional to the 
amount of time spent in the 
information-gathering stage. In 
traditional sales, the majority of 
time is spent overcoming objec-
tions and trying to close the sale. 
The progressive salesperson, 
because he or she took an in-
terest from the start, does not 
need to hustle for the close or 
spend much time gaining 
commitments 

The problem with traditional 
sales is that the information-
gathering stage is put in the 
wrong place. The client's raising 
of objections is a source of infor-
mation. If the salesperson had 
been concerned with the client's 
real needs, he or she would have 
uncovered those objections 

earlier. It is unfortunate that the 
traditional salesperson believes 
that he or she can overcome ob-
jections with superficial, standard 
answers so late in the sales pro-
cess. The popularity of this prac-
tice is evident in sales of the 
book The Sale Begins When The 
Customer Says No! This thinking 
makes it a challenge for salespeo-
ple to sell products to customers 
even if they don't want or need 
them. This sales approach can 
only raise tension between 
customer and salesperson—the 
opposite of what progressive 
salespeople seek. 

The commitment in the pro-
gressive sales process occurs 
much more smoothly because 
agreement on the problem's solu-
tion has already been reached. 
There is no tension, and a 
trusting relationship exists. The 
sale does not have to be closed, 

because the entire sales process 
was an open discussion every 
step of the way. The confirming 
of the sale becomes a question of 
"when" and not "if." 

If objections occur when the 
sale is being confirmed, it simply 
means that there is a need for 
more information gathering or an 
elucidation of some details. This 
is not a problem in progressive 
sales because the salesperson is 
willing to spend time with the 
client until everything is 
understood. 

Assuring customer satisfaction 

Another major difference be-
tween the two approaches to 
sales is the follow-through pro-
cess. The progressive salesperson 
believes that the business rela-
tionship truly begins after the 
client says "yes." The salesper-
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fallen tree from his bicycle. The 
boy struggled until the father 
asked, "Why can't you lift it, 
son?" The boy replied, "I'm us-
ing all my strength, but it won't 
move." His father then said wise-
ly, "Son, you're not using all 
your strength. You haven't asked 
me to help." 

Our strength lies not only 
within us, but also within all of 
those we care about and who 
care about us. Draw upon the 
strength of others and you 
multiply your own strength. 
Each of your clients multiplies 
your strength and sphere of in-
fluence. If you nurture your pro-
fessional relationships, you will 
find they give back more than 
you ever contributed in time, ef-
fort and concern. This is the pro-
gressive way of selling. « 

son and the client have made a 
commitment to continue in a 
mutually beneficial relationship. 

Naturally, all salespeople call 
on their accounts after they 
make the initial sale. Traditional 
salespeople, however, tend to 
minimize the concept of continu-
ing service. They don't share 
responsibility for the success of 
the product or help the client 
track the results. The casual ac-
quaintance with the client seems 
to fade so that the salesperson 
has to reestablish rapport when 
he or she wants to make more 
sales. The progressive salesper-
son never lets the relationship 
fade in the first place. 

Progressive salespeople thrive 
on satisfied customers because 
they see them for what they are: 
assets. Assuring customer 
satisfaction after the sale means 
changing hats from salesperson 
to quality control person: making 
sure that the customer receives 
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The assumption that the 
client needs the product 

or service is not only 
ridiculous, but also 

insulting. 

the proper order on the right 
delivery date, helping the client 
track results and analyze the ef-
fectiveness of the product for the 
problem(s) originally discussed. 
By assuring the satisfaction of 
each customer, the progressive 
salesperson builds a clientele that 
will guarantee future sales and 
new prospects for the prospect 
pipeline. 

There is an old story of a man 
watching his son try to lift a 


