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A few weeks ago | was speaking to a group of sales professionals at a regional event. As you might expect, the group
included individuals with varying degrees of experience and success. | had been asked by the organizers of the event to
speak about the benefits of understanding and communicating value, knowing full well that the topic would be new for
some members, a refresher for others and an opportunity for the group at large to reexamine the strategic importance of

such a commonly used term.

If you're like most professionals you may be asking yourself:
e "Why is understanding my value so important?”
e "People know me. They know the national firm | represent.”

e “After all, | build my business on relationships. | feel confident that people are aware of the value | provide.”

Stay with me because taking the time to examine your value, what | prefer to call your authentic value, could have a
significant impact on every aspect of your sales and business development process as well as the amount of success you

realize in your role.

Let's begin by looking at several conditions that make understanding and communicating your value complicated. They are
conditions that work against your ability to be seen as valuable, as potentially unique and as a preferred resource that can
affect change for potential and existing clients. They are conditions that ultimately define the way we interpret information,

entertain new ideas and embrace or reject professional relationships.
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First, value is a term too often and too liberally used in professional conversation. What does value mean? Is it the national
brand, the international company, the most technologically advanced product? Is it the local firm, the boutique product or
the specialty service? Is it the Made in America brand or outstanding customer service defined by access to expert staff and
personal attention? Maybe it's purchasing the least expensive product with the most features. The list can continue almost
indefinitely since value is based on the personal experience, successes, failures and frustrations of each person. Without
knowing the specific value that you provide, you are operating on assumption, prone to misunderstanding and potentially

sabotaging your ability to uncover and uniquely address a potential or existing clients needs.

Second, your prospects and clients live in a world where the distinction between reality and perception is continually blurred.
Multiple media outlets offer information, commentary and opinion delivered as fact. Advertising campaigns use similar
messages to promote similar companies with seemingly different products. And the consumer who may have limited time
and knowledge with respect to a specific purchase is looking to evaluate and differentiate between companies, products,

services and people in order to make the right choice — somehow based on value.

Third, the worldwide economy continues to affect the health of governments, businesses and individuals in ways that have
severely damaged the confidence of potential and existing clients. Many businesses and individuals are looking for an
answer to the question, “Which companies and which people are safe for me to work with?"” If you look, you will find many
people in a state of distrust and anxiety, which makes your understanding and communication of value and all it represents

more critical in overcoming the tendency for prospects and clients to under value, commoditize or dismiss you.

If you think about it, the prospect and client engagement process is often full of emotional baggage. For those of you that
believe buying is an emotional decision, you're right. In this case, however, the emotions are working against you. A
business as usual approach will leave you vulnerable. The more clarity you have regarding your value, the more likely you
will be able to communicate that value in ways that reduce confusion, making it easier for prospects and clients alike to
recognize the benefits that you provide in helping them reach their goals and overcome the challenges and obstacles that
inhibit their ability to reach them. As a sales professional, your responsibility is to facilitate a process of clarity that addresses

these very conditions.
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In my work as a consultant, | find that there is often confusion among sales and business development professionals in
executive, management and staff sales roles regarding the characteristics that truly define their value. Because of that,
most struggle, if not fail, in communicating their value. They fall back on bullet points taken from the last marketing kit sent
by the corporate office. They rattle off phrases and clichés that are common to most sales dialogue. Knowing little about
their competition, they reference products and services that are similar in feature and benefit. In some cases, they may

dismiss the importance of communicating their value altogether.

In contract, you bring a laundry list of attributes that define your company, your offering and yourself as a professional. For
the benefit of your sales and business development initiative, we are looking to isolate the unique set of qualities associated
with your business, your offering, your people and process. They are the qualities that others, including competitors, do not
share. They are the unique characteristics that define your authentic value and they provide you with the competitive
leverage needed to accurately answer these questions:

e "Why do people choose to do business with you?”

e "What makes you different?”

e “How are you going to help me reach my goals and overcome the problems | want to resolve better than the last

business/person | worked with?"

So | ask you:

e "What do you believe your value is?”

“What is it about your company you represent that is unique?”

" What is it about your products, services and approach that are authentic?”

“What is it about you as a professional that makes me want to engage you, more importantly partner with you?"
e “Are you clear about how you provide value relative to other firms and professionals in your industry?”

e “Can you communicate that value?”

For curiosity sake, ask these questions to another sales professional in your company. How convincing does he or she

sound?
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For example, when I'm attending a professional event there is usually time allocated for networking. I'm always interested

in how people introduce themselves. Quite often | will hear introductions such as:

e "I'm a real estate agent for ABC Company. Now is a great time to take advantage of lower home prices and low
mortgage interest rates.”

e "I'm a financial advisor with PDQ Investment Advisors. We help clients reach their financial goals.”

Occasionally someone will decide that | am a prospect for his or her product or service and engage me in conversation.

Shortly in the conversation | ask them to tell me a little bit about their company. As a person, | view it as a respectful way of

getting acquainted and building rapport. As a professional, I'm curious how that person presents and differentiates him or

herself. As a buyer, | have an array of positive and negative experiences, unmet goals that need to be met and existing

challenges to be overcome. So | need to know how that person might help me. Typical responses will include:

To illustrate the point further, I'll typically ask for more clarification by saying: “I am familiar with several firms that are of
similar size and reputation as yours. They also appear to share a similar approach or set of services. | would appreciate it if
you could help me understand what makes you a better choice.” It's not unusual for someone to respond with answers
such as “We're customer focused” or “We're all about doing the right thing for our clients” or “We use a comprehensive
process for analyzing our client’s needs, making appropriate recommendations and implementing a sound strategy.” In
other cases, there may be an obvious look of discomfort followed by an equally uncomfortable response to the question.

Quite recently, | had someone ignore my question all together.

Do these responses sound familiar? Have you been on the delivery or receiving end of such a conversation? How did you

feel about the credibility and competence of the person with whom you were speaking?

Responses like these may sound adequate, but what do these statements really say about the company and the person
who represents it? Do you feel compelled to hear more? Or are you feeling flat, indifferent or even reluctant to continue the
conversation? Competent responses to these types of requests are opportunities to educate, qualify and build professional
rapport. They are informative, conversational and clear, making it natural for most prospects and clients to want to hear

more of what you have to say.
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To that point, let's arm you with some preliminary strategies that will permit you to define your value. Be honest, thorough

and don't judge your responses. Treat this as a brainstorming exercise and be willing to embrace an unusual conclusion.

Characteristics of Your Company

The first exercise in defining your value is to identify the characteristics that define your company. This includes both your
local office and the national entity you represent. The significance? A company can portray an image of strength, stability,
resourcefulness, flexibility or innovation. Not every consumer will have the same set of preferences for what they want from
a company. For example, some people may appreciate the benefits of dealing with a national giant, while others prefer

smaller, boutique-style businesses.

Characteristics of Your Offering

The second exercise identifies the characteristics associated with your offering of products and services. The significance?
You will gain clarity about your core offerings and how they differ from those of other providers. In financial services for
example, most companies offer some type of financial planning process. What are the factors that make your financial
planning process better than competitive processes? There are distinct differences. Because of consumer fatigue, consumers

often appreciate clear, direct communication about your offerings and their benefits.

Your Professional Characteristics

The third exercise requires the identification of characteristics that define your professional strengths and level of
competency. Again, be open-minded. Think of specific examples that will show your ability to make a difference. Include
professional certifications, degrees and affiliations, community service, non-profit and economic development activities as
well. The significance? These characteristics define your professional story. While consumers like to buy from people whom
they know, like and with whom they share experiences and passions, they also prefer to associate professionally with those

who have demonstrated their ability to get involved, fix problems and produce results.

It's usually about now that those of you who built your business on relationships begin to fidget. No worries. Relationships
are a key component for creating opportunities. If you examine those opportunities, however, you will probably find that it

was your professional value that made the transition from prospect to client possible.
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The Differences Between You and Your Competitors

The completion of the three exercises above will provide you with a thorough list of attributes that define your value. At this
point in the process, your value may overlap with characteristics shared by other firms with similar products and services.
The process of differentiation begins with the fourth exercise in this strategy. List the company, offering and staff

characteristics associated with three or four of your top competitors.

Many people find this to be the most difficult part of the process. However, | urge you to persevere in this essential task.
The significance? Remember, there is no unique value for you if you simply line up with others in your industry. Knowing the
business characteristics, offering and staff competencies offered by others speaks to your competence and value as a sales

professional, especially if a potential client is experiencing some level of dissatisfaction with one of you competitors.

Defining Your Authentic Value
The next step in the process is to analyze the information from all four exercises and isolate the unique set of strengths that
provide you leverage and define your value to any existing or potential client. When you've completed this exercise, you will

be clear where your value lies.

In answering these exercises, you will take a strategic step forward. You will develop a set of characteristics that will define

your unique ability to affect change for potential and existing clients in ways that past and current providers have not, and in

ways that potential providers cannot. Based on the identification of your unique areas of strength, weakness and

competitive leverage your authentic value will:

e Set the foundation for your business model. (What is it that only | can provide?)

¢ Help you identify prospects and clients with tangible and intangible needs that are best suited to do business with you.
(Who can benefit the most from the value that | provide based on my competitor’s inability to do so?)

e Impact which business development initiatives you will focus on. (What methods will | use to promote my unique value?)

e Empower you to position yourself with clarity and purpose in professional introductions, meetings, discovery

presentations, proposals and marketing collateral.
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By defining your value, you will also place yourself in a position to communicate clearly what it is you do, how you do it, why
you're best positioned to affect change and benefit potential and existing clients. Defining your value positions your level of
professionalism and competence. You will be able to anticipate questions or objections and think out your responses in
advance. You will engage with the prospects and client, and not lecture them. And you will avoid generic statements and
the “me too” posturing that is so common in sales dialogue. You will find yourself in expression of your most deeply held

beliefs about how you can help potential and existing clients in ways that they will appreciate and value.

The following examples illustrate characteristics that define and serve the authentic value of each professional below.

Your Value in Action: As an experienced financial advisor with a midsized practice that focuses on employee benefits,
business continuation and the personal finances of business owners, you seek out small-business owners who feel lost in
the shuffle of large well-known national providers. You leverage your own experience in building a business, your accounting
and financial services background and certification along with your emphasis on superior client care to anticipate and

address the needs and problems that small business owners have little time, knowledge or energy to handle.

Your Value in Action: As a part-time real estate agent and mother of two preschool children who maintains her link in
the professional world while balancing the responsibilities of motherhood and family, you choose to focus on women you
know from professional, community, social and religious affiliations that appreciate and respond well to your choices, your
commitment to family, your expertise and affiliation with one of the largest and most respected firms in your state —
making you a valuable real estate resource for growing cost conscious families struggling between today and tomorrow’s

needs.

Your Value in Action: As a mid-20's college graduate selling hi-technology products, you leverage your passion for
educating and simplifying the complexities associated with technology for business owners and executives in ways that are
practical and focused on the bottom line. Since you are new to your sales role, you rely on the sales expertise of senior
representatives and a team approach that provides a level of competence that meets the expectations of prospects and
clients alike. Lastly, your inexperience is offset by your affiliation with a national provider with strong brand recognition and a

solid reputation for servicing clients with talented staff.



