Major Sales
Who Really Does the Buying?

THOMAS V. BONOMA

Executive Summary

WHEN IS A BUYER not really a buyer? How can the
best product at the lowest price turn off buyers2 Are
there anonymous leaders who make the actual buying
decisions? As these questions suggest, the reality of buy-
ing and selling is often not what it seems. What's more,
salespeople often overlook the psychological and emo-
tional factors that figure strongly in buying and selling. By
failing to observe these less tangible aspects of selling, a
vendor can lose sales without understanding why.

In this article, first published in 1982, Bonoma sefs
up a procedure for analyzing buying decisions and tells

sellers how to apply the resulting framework to specific

sifuations. Steps in the procedure include the following:
Identifying the actual decision makers. Though it

may come as a surprise, power does not correlate per-
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fectly with organizational rank. The author outlines five
bases of power and offers six behavioral clues for identi-
fying the real decision makers.

Determining how buyers view their self-interest. Al
buyers act selfishly, but they somefimes miscalculate. As
a result, diagnosing motivation is one of the most difficult
management fasks to do accurately. The author suggests
several techniques o determine how buyers choose their
own selfinterest.

Gathering and applying psychological intelli-
gence. There is no formula for placing sound psycho-
logical analyses magically in the sales staff's hands.
However, the author offers three guidelines—make sure
that sales calls are highly productive and informative,
listen fo the sales force, and reward rigorous fact
gathering, analysis, and execution—fo help managers
increase sales effectiveness.

You don’t understand: Willy was a salesman. . . . He
don’t put a bolt to a nut. He don't tell you the law or give
you medicine. He's a man way out there in the blue, riding
on a smile and a shoeshine. And when they start not smil-
ing back—that’s an earthquake.

—ARTHUR MILLER, DEATH OF A SALESMAN

MANY COMPANIES' SELLING EFFORTS are mod-
els of marketing efficiency. Account plans are carefully
drawn, key accounts receive special management

attention, and substantial resources are devoted to the
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sales process, from prospect identification to postsale
service. Even such well-planned and well-executed
selling strategies often fail, though, because manage-
ment has an incomplete understanding of buying
psychology—the human side of selling. Consider the
following two examples:

A fast-growing maker and seller of sophisticated
graphics computers had trouble selling to potentially
major customers. Contrary to the industry practice of
quoting high list prices and giving large discounts to
users who bought in quantity, this company priced 10%
to 15% lower than competitors and gave smaller quantity
discounts. Even though its net price was often the lowest,
the company met resistance from buyers. The reason,
management later learned, was that purchasing agents
measured themselves and were measured by their superi-
ors less by the net price of the sophisticated computers
they bought than by the amount deducted from the price
during negotiations. The discount had a significance to
buyers that sound pricing logic could not predict.

Several years ago, at AT&T's Long Lines division, an
account manager was competing against a vendor with
possibly better technology who threatened to lure away
a key account. Among the customer’s executives who
might make the final decision about whether to switch
from Bell were a telecommunications manager who had
once been a Bell employee, a vice president of data pro-
cessing who was known as a “big-name system buster” in
his previous job because he had replaced all the IBM
computers with other vendors’ machines, and an aggres-
sive telecommunications division manager who seemed
to be unreachable by the AT&T team.

AT&T'’s young national account manager was nearly
paralyzed by the threat. His team had never seriously



126  Bonoma

considered the power, motivations, or perceptions of
the various executives in the customer company, which
had been buying from AT&T for many years. Without
such analysis, effective and coordinated action on short
notice—the usual time available for response to sales
threats—was impossible.

Getting at the Human Factors

How can psychology be used to improve sales effective-
ness? My contention is that seller awareness of and
attention to the human factors in purchasing will pro-
duce higher percentages of completed sales and fewer
unpleasant surprises in the selling process.

It would be inaccurate to call the human side of sell-
ing an emerging sales concern; only the most advanced
companies recognize the psychology of buying as a major
factor in improving account selection and selling results.
Yet in most industries, the bulk of a company’s business
comes from a small minority of its customers. Retaining
these key accounts is getting increasingly difficult as
buyers constantly look not only for the best deal but also
for the vendor that best understands them and their
needs. It is this understanding and the targeted selling
that results from it that can most benefit marketing
managers.

BUYING A CORPORATE JET

The personal aspects and their complexities become
apparent when one looks closely at an example of the
buying process: the purchase of a business jet, which car-
ries a price tag in excess of $3 million. The business-jet
market splits obviously into two segments: those compa-
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nies that already own or operate a corporate aircraft and
those that do not.

In the owner market, the purchase process may be
initiated by the chief executive officer, a board member
(wishing to increase efficiency or security), the com-
pany'’s chief pilot, or through vendor efforts like advertis-
ing or a sales visit. The CEO will be central in deciding
whether to buy the jet, but he or she will be heavily influ-
enced by the company’s pilot, financial officer, and per-
haps by the board itself.

Each party in the buying process has subtle roles and
needs. The salesperson who tries to impress, for example,
both the CEO with depreciation schedules and the chief
pilot with minimum runway statistics will almost cer-
tainly not sell a plane if he overlooks the psychological
and emotional components of the buying decision. “For
the chief executive,” observes one salesperson, “you need
all the numbers for support, but if you can’t find the kid
inside the CEO and excite him or her with the raw beauty
of the new plane, you'll never sell the equipment. If you
sell the excitement, you sell the jet.”

The chief pilot, as an equipment expert, often has veto
power over purchase decisions and may be able to stop
the purchase of one or another brand of jet by simply
expressing a negative opinion about, say, the plane’s bad
weather capabilities. In this sense, the pilot not only
influences the decision but also serves as an information
gatekeeper by advising management on the equipment
to select. Though the corporate legal staff will formulate
the purchase agreement and the purchasing department
will acquire the jet, these parties may have little to say
about whether or how the plane will be obtained, and

which type. The users of the jet—middle and upper man-
agement of the buying company, important customers,
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and others—may have at least an indirect role in choos-
ing the equipment.

The involvement of many people in the purchase deci-
sion creates a group dynamic that the selling company
must factor into its sales planning. Who makes up the
buying group? How will the parties interact? Who will
dominate and who submit? What priorities do the indi-
viduals have?

It takes about three months for those companies that
already own or operate aircraft to reach a decision.
Because even the most successful vendor will sell no
more than 90 jets a year, every serious prospect is a key
account. The nonowners, not surprisingly, represent an
even more complex market, since no precedent or avia-
tion specialists exist.

The buying process for other pieces of equipment and
for services will be more or less similar, depending on the
company, product, and people involved. The purchase of
computer equipment, for example, parallels the jet deci-
sion, except that sales prospects are likely to include data
processing and production executives and the market
is divided into small and large prospects rather than
owners and non-owners. In other cases (such as upgrad-
ing the corporate communications network, making a
fleet purchase, or launching a plant expansion), the buy-
ing process may be very different. Which common fac-
tors will reliably steer selling-company management
toward those human considerations likely to improve
selling effectiveness?

Different buying psychologies exist that make effec-
tive selling difficult. On the one hand, companies don't
buy, people do. This knowledge drives the seller to ana-
lyze who the important buyers are and what they want.
On the other hand, many individuals, some of whom may
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be unknown to the seller, are involved in most major
purchases. Even if all the parties are identified, the out-
come of their interaction may be unpredictable from
knowledge of them as individuals. Effective selling
requires usefully combining the individual and group
dynamics of buying to predict what the buying “decision-
making unit” will do. For this combination to be practi-
cal, the selling company must answer four key questions.

Question 1: Who's in the Buying Center?

The set of roles, or social tasks, buyers can assume is the
same regardless of the product or participants in the
purchase decision. This set of roles can be thought of as a
fixed set of behavioral pigeonholes into which different
managers from different functions can be placed to aid
understanding. Together, the buying managers who take
on these roles can be thought of as a “buying center.”

The exhibit “Members of the Buying Center and Their
Roles” shows six buying roles encountered in every sell-
ing situation. I have illustrated these roles using the pur-
chase or upgrading of a telecommunications system as
an example. Let’s consider each triangle, representing a
buying role, in turn.

The initiator of the purchase process, whether for a
jet, paper towels, or communication services, recognizes
that some company problem can be solved or avoided
by acquiring a product or service. A company’s turbo-
prop aircraft may provide neither the speed nor the
range to get top management quickly to and from
scattered operations. The prospective buyer of commu-
nications equipment may want to take advantage of
technological improvements or to reduce costs through
owning instead of leasing.
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Members of the Buying Center and Their Roles

Initiator

Division general manager proposes to replace the company’s telecommu-

nications system

Decider
Vice president of administration selects, with influence from others, the
vendor the company will deal with and the system it will buy

Influencers

Corporate telecommunications department and the vice president of data
processing have important say about which system and vendor the com-
pany will deal with

Purchaser

Corporate purchasing department completes the purchase fo specifica-
tions by negotiating or bidding

Gatekeeper

Corporate purchasing and corporate felecommunications departments
analyze the company’s needs and recommend likely matches with poten-
tial vendors

Users
All division employees who use the telecommunications equipment

¥
&
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One or more gatekeepers are involved in the purchase
process. These individuals, who may have the title of
buyer or purchasing manager, usually act as problem or
product experts. They are paid to keep up on the range of
vendor offerings. In the jet example, the chief pilot will
ordinarily fill this role. In the telecommunications exam-
ple given in the exhibit, corporate purchasing, the corpo-
rate telecommunications staff, or, increasingly, data-
processing experts may be consulted. By controlling (lit-
erally keeping the gate open or shut for) information
and, sometimes, vendor access to corporate decision
makers, the gatekeepers largely determine which ven-
dors get the chance to sell. For some purchases the gate-
keeping process is formalized through the use of an
approved-vendors list, which constitutes a written state-
ment of who can (and who, by absence, cannot) sell to
the company.

Influencers are those who have a say in whether a pur-
chase is made and about what is bought. The range of
influencers becomes increasingly broad as major pur-
chases are contemplated, because so many corporate
resources are involved and so many people affected. In
important decisions, board committees, stockholders
of a public company, and even “lowly” mechanics can
become influencers. One mining-machinery company
encountered difficulty selling a new type of machine to
its underground-mining customers. It turned out that
mine maintenance personnel, who influenced the buying
decision, resisted the purchase because they would have
to learn to fix the new machine and maintain another
stock of spare parts.

The deciders are those who say yes or no to the con-
templated purchase. Often with major purchases, many
of a company’s senior managers act together to carry out
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the decider role. Ordinarily, however, one of these will
become champion or advocate of the contemplated pur-
chase and move it to completion. Without such a cham-
pion, many purchases would never be made. It is impor-
tant to point out that deciders often do not sign off on
purchases, nor do they make them. That is left to others.
Though signers often represent themselves as deciders,
such representation can be deceptive. It is possible for a
vendor with a poor feel for the buying center never to

become aware of the real movers in the buying company.

The purchase of executive computer workstations
clearly illustrates both the importance of the champion
and the behind-the-scenes role of the decider. A high-
level executive who has become interested in using com-
puters at his or her job after reading a magazine article
or after tinkering with a home computer might decide to
try out microcomputers or time-sharing terminals. The
executive might then ask the company’s data-processing
group—which is likely to be quite resistant and averse to
executive meddling—to evaluate available microcom-
puter equipment. When trial purchases are made, the
high-level executive will quietly help steer the system
through the proper channels leading to acceptance and
further purchases. The vendor, dealing directly with the
data-processing people, may never be aware that this
decider exists.

The purchaser and the user are those concerned,
respectively, with obtaining and consuming the product
or service. The corporate purchasing department usually
fills the purchaser role. Who fills the user role depends
on the product or service.

Remember that I am discussing social roles, not indi-
viduals or groups of individuals. As such, the number of
managers filling the buying roles varies from one to 35.
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In very trivial situations, such as a manager’s purchase of
a pocket calculator on a business trip, one person will fill
all six roles. The triangles in the exhibit would overlap:
the manager initiates (perceives a need), “gatekeeps”
(what brand did I forget at home?), influences himself or
herself (this is more than I need, but it’s only $39.95),
decides, buys, and uses the equipment.

In more important buying situations, the number of
managers assuming roles increases. In a study of 62 capi-
tal equipment and service acquisitions in 31 companies,
Wesley J. Johnston and I quantified the buying center.’
In the typical capital equipment purchase, an average
of four departments (engineering and purchasing were
always included), three levels of management hierarchy
(for example, manager, regional manager, vice presi-
dent), and seven different persons filled the six buying
roles. For services, the corresponding numbers were
four departments, two levels of management, and five
managers. As might be expected, the more complex and
involved the buying decision, the larger the decision unit
and the more careful its decisions. For example, when
packing supplies were ordered, little vendor searching or
postsale evaluation was involved. When a new boiler was
bought, careful vendor comparisons and postsale audits
were undertaken.

Question 2: Who Are the Powerful Buyers?

As useful as the buying-center concept is, it is difficult

to apply because managers do not wear tags that say

“decision maker” or “unimportant person.” The power-

ful are often invisible, at least to vendor representatives.
Unfortunately, power does not correlate perfectly with

organizational rank. As the case of the mine maintenance
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personnel illustrates, those with little formal power may
be able to stop a purchase or hinder its completion. A
purchasing manager who will not specify a disfavored
vendor or the secretary who screens one vendor’s sales-
people because of a real or imagined slight also can dra-
matically change the purchasing outcome. Sales efforts
cannot be directed through a simple reading of organiza-
tional charts; the selling company must identify the pow-
erful buying-center members.

In the exhibit “Bases of Power,” I outline five major
power bases in the corporation. In addition, I have cate-

Bases of Power

Type of Power Champion or Veto
Reward
Ability to provide monetary, social, |

political, or psychological rewards to
others for compliance

Coercive
Ability to provide monetary or other |
punishments for noncompliance

Attraction
Ability to elicit compliance from = |
others because they like you

Expert
Ability to elicit compliance because |
of technical expertise, either actual
or reputed

Status
Compliance-gaining ability derived L]
from a legitimate position of power
in a company

Note: These five power bases were originally proposed over 20 years ago by psychologists |RP

French, Jr., and Berirom Raven. See “The Bases of Social Power” in D. Cartwright, ed, Studies in Social

Power |University of Michigan Press, 1959)
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gorized them according to whether their influence is
positive (champion power) or negative (veto power).

Reward power refers to a manager’s ability to encour-
age purchases by providing others with monetary, social,
political, or psychological benefits. In one small com-
pany, for instance, the marketing vice president hoped to
improve marketing decisions by equipping the sales
force with small data-entry computers. Anticipating
objections that the terminals were unnecessary, she felt
forced to offer the sales vice president a computer of his
own. The purchase was made.

Coercive power refers to a manager’s ability to impose
punishment on others. Of course, threatening punish-
ment is not the same thing as having the power to impose
it. Those managers who wave sticks most vigorously are
sometimes the least able to deliver anything beyond a
gentle breeze.

Attraction power refers to a person’s ability to charm
or otherwise persuade people to go along with his or her
preferences. Next to the ability to reward and punish,
attraction is the most potent power base in managerial
life. Even CEOs find it difficult to rebut a key customer
with whom they have flown for ten years who says, “joe,
as your friend, I'm telling you that buying this plane
would be a mistake.”

When a manager gets others to go along with his
judgment because of real or perceived expertise in some
area, expert power is being invoked. A telecommunica-
tions manager will find it difficult to argue with an
acknowledged computer expert who contends that buy-
ing a particular telephone switching system is essential
for the “office of the future”—or that not buying it now
eventually will make effective communication impossi-
ble. With expert power, the skills need not be real, if by
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“real” we mean that the individual actually possesses
what is attributed to him. It is enough that others believe
that the expert has special skills or are willing to respect
his opinion because of accomplishments in a totally
unrelated field.

Status power comes from having a high position in the
corporation. This notion of power is most akin to what is
meant by the word “authority.” It refers to the kind of
influence a president has over a first-line supervisor and
is more restricted than the other power bases. At first
glance, status power might be thought of as similar to
reward or coercive power. But it differs in significant
ways. First, the major influence activity of those posi-
tions of corporate authority is persuasion, not punish-
ment or reward. We jawbone rather than dangle carrots
and taunt with sticks because others in the company
also have significant power that they could invoke in
retaliation.

Second, the high-status manager can exercise his or
her status repeatedly only because subordinates allow it.
In one heavy-manufacturing division, for example, the
continual specification of favored suppliers by a plant
manager (often at unfavorable prices) led to a “palace
revolt” among other managers whose component cost
evaluations were constantly made to look poor. Third,
the power base of those in authority is very circum-
scribed since authority only tends to work in a downward
direction on the organization chart and is restricted to
specific work-related requests. Status power is one of the
weaker power bases.

Buying centers and individual managers usually dis-
play one dominant power base in purchasing decisions.
In one small company, an important factor is whether
the manager arguing a position is a member of the
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founding family—a kind of status power and attraction
power rolled into one. In a large high-technology defense
contractor, almost all decisions are made on the basis of
real or reputed expertise. This is true even when the
issue under consideration has nothing to do with hard-
ware or engineering science.

The key to improved selling effectiveness is in obser-
vation and investigation to understand prospects’ corpo-
rate power culture. The sales team must also learn the
type of power key managers in the buying company have
or aspire to. Discounts or offers of price reductions may
not be especially meaningful to a young turk in the buy-
ing company who is most concerned with status power; a
visit by senior selling-company management may prove
much more effective for flattering the ego and making
the sale. Similarly, sales management may wish to make
more technical selling appeals to engineers or other
buying-company staff who base their power on expertise.

The last two columns of the exhibit show that the
type of power invoked may allow the manager to
support or to oppose a proposal, but not always both.
[ believe status and expert power are more often
employed by their holders to veto decisions with
which they do not agree. Because others are often
“sold” on the contemplated purchase, vetoing it gener-
ally requires either the ability to perceive aspects not
seen by the average manager because of special exper-
tise or the broader view that high corporate status is
said to provide. Reward and coercive power are more
frequently used to push through purchases and the
choice of favored vendors. Attraction power seems use-
ful and is used by both champions and vetoers. The
central point here is that for many buying-center
members, power tends to be unidirectional.
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SIX BEHAVIORAL CLUES

On the basis of the preceding analysis of power centers, |
have distilled six clues for identifying the powerful:

1. Though power and formal authority often go
together, the correlation between the two is not per-
fect. The selling company must take into account
other clues about where the true buying power lies.

2. One way to identify buying-center power holders is
to observe communications in the buying company.
Of course, the powerful are not threatened by others,
nor are they often promised rewards. Still, even the
most powerful managers are likely to be influenced
by others, especially by those whose power is based
on attraction or expertise. Those with less power use
persuasion and rational argument to try to influence
the more powerful. Managers to whom others direct
much attention but who receive few offers of rewards
or threats of punishment usually possess substantial
decision-making power.

3. Buying-center decision makers may be disliked by
those with less power. Thus, when others express
concern about one buying-center member’s opinions
along with their feelings of dislike or ambivalence,
sellers have strong clues as to who the powerful
buyer is.

4. High-power buyers tend to be one-way information
centers, serving as focal points for information from
others. The vice president who doesn’t come to meet-
ings but who receives copies of all correspondence
about a buying matter is probably a central influ-
encer or decider.
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5. The most powerful buying-center members are prob-
ably not the most easily identified or the most talka-
tive members of their groups. Indeed, the really pow-
erful buying group members often send others to
critical negotiations because they are confident that
little of substance will be made final without their
approval.

6. No correlation exists between the functional area of
a manager and his or her power within a company.
It is not possible to approach the data-processing
department blindly to find decision makers for a new
computer system, as many sellers of mainframes
have learned. Nor can one simply look to the CEO to
find a decision maker for a corporate plane. There is
no substitute for working hard to understand the
dynamics of the buying company.

Question 3: What Do They Want?

Diagnosing motivation accurately is one of the easiest
management tasks to do poorly and one of the most
difficult to do well. Most managers have lots of experi-
ence at diagnosing another’s wants, but though the
admission comes hard, most are just not very accurate
when trying to figure out what another person wants
and will do. A basic rule of motivation is as follows:
All buyers (indeed, all people) act selfishly or try to be
selfish but sometimes miscalculate and don’t serve
their own interests. Thus, buyers attempt to maxi-
mize their gains and minimize their losses from pur-
chase situations. How do buyers choose their own self-
interest? The following are insights into that decision-
making process from research.
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First, buyers act as if a complex product or service
were decomposable into various benefits. Examples of
benefits might include product features, price, reliability,
and so on.

Second, buyers segment the potential benefits into
various categories. The most common of these are finan-
cial, product-service, social-political, and personal. For
some buyers, the financial benefits are paramount, while
for others, the social-political ones—how others in the
company will view the purchase—rank highest. Of
course, the dimensions may be related, as when getting
the lowest-cost product (financial) results in good per-
formance evaluations and a promotion (social-political).

Finally, buyers ordinarily are not certain that purchas-
ing the product will actually bring the desired benefit.
For example, a control computer sold on its reliability
and industrial-strength construction may or may not ful-
fill its promise. Because benefits have value only if they
actually are delivered, the buyer must be confident that
the selling company will keep its promises. Well-known
vendors, like IBM or Xerox, may have some advantage
over lesser-known companies in this respect.

As marketers know, not all promised benefits will be
equally desired by all customers. All buyers have top-
priority benefit classes, or “hot buttons.” For example,

a telecommunications manager weighing a choice
between Bell and non-Bell equipment will find some ben-
efits, like ownership, available only from non-Bell ven-
dors. Other desired benefits, such as reputation for ser-
vice and reliability, may be available to a much greater
degree from Bell. The buyer who has financial priorities
as a hot button may decide to risk possible service-
reliability problems for the cost-reduction benefits avail-
able through ownership. Another manager—one prima-
rily concerned with reducing the social-political risks
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that result from service problems—may reach a different
decision. The exhibit “Dominant Motives for Buying a
Telecommunications System” schematically shows the
four classes into which buyers divide benefits. The
telecommunications example illustrates each class.
Outlining the buyer’s motivation suggests several pos-
sible selling approaches. The vendor can try to focus the
buyer’s attention on benefits not a part of his or her
thinking. A magazine sales representative, for instance,
devised a questionnaire to help convince an uncertain
client to buy advertising space. The questionnaire sought
information about the preferred benefits—in terms of
reach, audience composition, and cost per thousand
readers. When the prospective buyer “played this silly
game” and filled out the questionnaire, he convinced

Dominant Motives for Buying a
Telecommunications System

The benefits in the shaded column are more highly valued than the
others and represent the company’s “hot button.”

Benefit Class

Product Social
Financial or Service or Political Personal
Absolute cost Pre- and post- Will purchase Will purchase
savings sales service enhance the increase others’
i buyer's stand- liking or

Cheapm.' t'han 5 £ ing with the respect for the
competitive tures e o

: uying teamor  buyer?
S Space occupied  top manage-

; id bp i P p 5 g How does pur-
Wwill provide y unit ment? chaie fitwith
operatfngmnst Availability buyer's self-
reductions et

Economics of
leasing versus
buying
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himself of the superior worth of the vendor’s magazine
on the very grounds he was seeking to devalue it.

Conversely, sellers can de-emphasize the buyer’s
desire for benefits on which the vendor’s offering stacks
up poorly. For example, if a competing vendor’s jet offers
better fuel economy, the selling company might attempt
to refocus the buyer’s attention toward greater speed or
lower maintenance costs.

The vendor can also try to increase the buyer’s confi-
dence that promised benefits will be realized. One soft-
ware company selling legal administrative systems, for
example, provides a consulting service that remote users
can phone if they are having problems, backup copies of
its main programs in case users destroy the original, a
complete set of input forms to encourage full data entry,
and regular conferences to keep users current on system
revisions. These services are designed to bolster the con-
fidence of extremely conservative administrators and
lawyers who are shopping for a system.

Finally, vendors often try to change what the buyer
wants or which class of benefits he or she responds to
most strongly. My view of motivation suggests that such
an approach is almost always unsuccessful. Selling strat-
egy needs to work with the buyer’s motivations, not
around them.

Question 4: How Do They Perceive Us?

How buyers perceive the selling company, its products,
and its personnel is very important to efficient selling,
Powerful buyers invariably have a wide range of percep-
tions about a vending company. One buyer will have a
friend at another company who has used a similar prod-
uct and claimed that “it very nearly ruined us.” Another
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may have talked to someone with a similar product who
claims that the vending company “even sent a guy out on
a plane to Hawaii to fix the unit there quickly. These
people really care.”

One drug company representative relates the story of
how the company was excluded from all the major met-
ropolitan hospitals in one city because a single influen-
tial physician believed that one of the company’s new
offerings was implicated in a patient’s death. This doctor
not only generalized his impressions to include all the
company’s products but encouraged his friends to boy-
cott the company.

A simple scheme for keeping tabs on how buyers per-
ceive sellers is to ask sales officials to estimate how the
important buyers judge the vending company and its
actions. This judgment can be recorded on a continuum
ranging from negative to positive. If a more detailed
judgment is desired, the selling company can place its
products and its people on two axes perpendicular to
each other, like this:

positively

i How buyer
| sees our goods

i negotively positively !

sees our people

How buyer
negatively

e
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The scarcity of marketing dollars and the effective-
ness of champions in the buying process argue strongly
for focusing resources where they are likely to do the
most good. Marketing efforts should aim at those in the
buying company who like the selling company, since
they are partially presold. While there is no denying the
adage, “It's important to sell everybody,” those who dif-
fuse their efforts this way often sell no one.

Gathering Psychological Intelligence

While I would like to claim that some new technique will
put sound psychological analyses magically in your sales
staff's hands, no such formula exists. But I have used the
human-side approach in several companies to increase
sales effectiveness, and there are only three guidelines
needed to make it work well.

MAKE PRODUCTIVE SALES CALLS A NORM,
NOT AN ODDITY

Because of concern about the rapidly rising cost of a
sales call, managers are seeking alternative approaches
to selling. Sales personnel often do not have a good idea
of why they are going on most calls, what they hope to
find out, and which questions will give them the needed
answers. Sales-call planning is not only a matter of mini-
mizing miles traveled or courtesy calls on unimportant
prospects but of determining what intelligence is needed
about key buyers and what questions or requests are
likely to produce that information.

I recently traveled with a major account representa-
tive of a duplication equipment company, accompanying
him on the five calls he made during the day. None of the
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visits yielded even 10% of the potential psychological or
other information that the representative could use on
future calls, despite the fact that prospects made such
information available repeatedly.

At one company, for example, we learned from a talk-
ative administrator that the CEO was a semirecluse who
insisted on approving equipment requests himself; that
one of the divisional managers had (without the agree-
ment of the executive who was our host) brought in a
competitor’s equipment to test; and that a new duplica-
tor the vendor had sold to the company was more out of
service than in. The salesperson pursued none of this
freely offered information, nor did he think any of it
important enough to write down or pass on to the sales
manager. The call was wasted because the salesperson
didn’t know what he was looking for or how to use what
was offered him.

The exhibit “Matrix for Gathering Psychological
Information” shows a matrix that can be used to
capture on a single sheet of paper essential psychologi-
cal data about a customer. I gave some clues for filling

Matrix for Gathering Psychological Information
Who's in the buying center,
and what is the base of
their power?

Who are the powerful buyers,
and what are their priorities?

What specific benefits does
each important buyer want?

How do the important buyers
see us?

Selling strategy
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in the matrix earlier in the article, but how sales repre-
sentatives go about gathering the information depends
on the industry, the product, and especially the cus-
tomer. In all cases, however, key selling assessments
involve (1) isolating the powerful buying-center mem-
bers, (2) identifying what they want in terms of both
their hot buttons and specific needs, and (3) assessing
their perceptions of the situation. Additionally, gather-
ing psychological information is more often a matter
of listening carefully than of asking clever questions
during the sales interview.

LISTEN TO THE SALES FORCE

Nothing discourages intelligence gathering as much as
the sales force’s conviction that management doesn'’t
really want to hear what salespeople know about an
account. Many companies require the sales force to file
voluminous call reports and furnish other data—which
vanish, never to be seen or even referred to again
unless a sales representative is to be punished for one
reason or another.

To counter this potentially fatal impediment, I rec-
ommend a sales audit. Evaluate all sales force control
forms and call reports and discard any that have not
been used by management for planning or control pur-
poses in the last year. This approach has a marvelously
uplifting effect all around; it frees the sales force from
filling in forms it knows nobody uses, sales manage-
ment from gathering forms it doesn’t know what to do
with, and data processing from processing reports no
one ever requests. Instead, use a simple, clear, and
accurate sales control form of the sort suggested in the

Bt

Major Sales 147

matrix exhibit—preferably on a single sheet of paper
for a particular sales period. These recommendations
may sound drastic, but where management credibility
in gathering and using sales force intelligence is
absent, drastic measures may be appropriate.

EMPHASIZE HOMEWORK AND DETAILS

Having techniques for acquiring sales intelligence and
attending to reports is not enough. Sales management
must stress that yours is a company that rewards care-
ful fact gathering, tight analysis, and impeccable exe-
cution. This message is most meaningful when it
comes from the top.

Cautionary Notes

The group that influences a purchase doesn't call itself
a buying center. Nor do decision makers and influ-
encers think of themselves in those terms. Managers
must be careful not to mistake the analysis and order-
ing process for the buyers’ actions themselves. In addi-
tion, gathering data such as I have recommended is a
sensitive issue. For whatever reasons, it is considered
less acceptable to make psychological estimates of
buyers than economic ones. Computing the numbers
without understanding the psychology, however, leads
to lost sales. Finally, the notion implicit throughout
this article has been that sellers must understand buy-
ing, just as buyers must understand selling. When that
happens, psychology and marketing begin to come
together usefully. Closed sales follow almost as an
afterthought.
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Notes
1. The concept of the buying center was proposed in its pres- Humanize Your
ent form by Frederick E. Webster, Jr., and Yoram Wind in
Organizational Buying Behavior (Prentice-Hall, 1972). S ellin g Strate gy

2. Wesley J. Johnston and Thomas V. Bonoma, “Purchase
Process for Capital Equipment and Services,” Industrial
Marketing Management, vol. 10, 1981.

HARVEY B. MACKAY

3. In the interest of saving space, I will not substantiate each
reference to psychological research. Documentation for
my assertions can be found in Thomas V. Bonoma and
Gerald Zaltman, Management Psychology (Kent Publish-
ing, 1981). See Chapter 8 for the power literature and
Chapter 3 for material on motivation.

Executive Summary

IS THERE AN INDUSTRY that's more of a commodity
business than envelopes? It's hard to differentiate your-
self when you're selling envelopes, but Mackay Enve-
lope Corporation of Minneapolis has gainea steadily in
sales and market share by stressing salesmanship—
inspired, energized, superior salesmanship.

Through building personal relationships and through
research, Mackay develops elaborate files on customers
and potential customers—not only business data but also

information on each confact's education, family, particu-

lar interests, and life-style. The goal is to focus on the indi-

vidual across the table. The relationship resembles a mar-

riage in the attention the salesperson pays fo litle things,

like obtaining a Rose Bowl program for the Michigan
Originally published in 1982 =t football fan whose team was playing there on New
Reprint RO607P ook Year's Day.
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