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Yet, it looked the same to the audience. 

The first handshake, firm, good eye contact, etc. The sec-
ond, dead/cold fish, no eye contact. That was the difference 
on my side. The demonstration had two important points to 
make. First, the negative reaction to the limp handshake was 
instantaneous. It was limbic. The volunteer didn’t think about 
whether they liked it, or trusted me; they reacted without think-
ing, pulling away, giggling, or simply saying, “Yuck!” But their 
instinct had already concluded, not trustworthy. Cringe worthy, 
sure, but not trustworthy.

The second point is the question I continue to pose, and we 
study at Sales Mastery. In our high speed, remotely connect-
ed, Internet-based world today, what is the equivalent of a 
good, firm handshake? And what feels like a cold fish?

AI-enabled sales and other selling technologies are evolving at a 
supercharged rate, but our DNA remains fixed. Our need to trust, 
and our ability to decide whom to trust, is largely determined 
and, “that’s OLD School.” It doesn’t get any older than biology.

RELATIONSHIPS DECLINING IN VALUE TO BUYER
 “Relationship Selling” is a term that has been bandied about for 
decades and means, as is so often the case with sales terms, 
different things to different people. It also has meant different 
things at different periods. Many things about this have re-
mained the same while others have been—and are—changing. 

Over the years, I have been a huge proponent and practitioner  
of relationship selling. Win/Win is the cornerstone of this ap-
proach and recognizing you/your company are not for everyone 
is the cornerstone of Win/Win. This was true 50 years ago and 
remains true today. 

Boozin,’ cruisin’ and schmoozin’ was a catch phrase that cyn-
ically described relationship selling in the ‘80s. Yes, loads of 
lunches, drinks, and outings were part of the regimen. This is 
much less the case today. Sure, companies still host outings  
and sponsor events, but between ethics concerns and now, 
Covid concerns, this approach has been vastly reduced. But  
con necting with people still matters.

Key components that remain in place today are trust and consis-
tency. Being a constant— as opposed to a variable—is another 
condition in relationship selling. Whether you call it “being there” 
for someone, having their back, or simply being available, estab-
lishing that you’re a reliable participant helps elevate your level 
of relationship.

In this video, (www.youtube.com/watch?v=agQmljg52Zk&t=62s), 
we describe five levels of relationship: Approved Vendor (lowest); 
Preferred Supplier; Solutions Consultant; Strategic Contributor; 
Trusted Partner/Advisor. As you move up through levels, some 
things increase (e.g., trust, access, domain expertise). And, as 
you move up, some things decrease (e.g., competitive bake-offs, 
price sensitivity, cycle time). All good things. This is Sales Mas-
tery’s definition of selling: Establishing and elevating relation-
ships over time.

However, our recent research shows that as important as rela-
tionships have been, they are going down in perceived value. In 
fact, in our 2021 Buyer Preferences study (conducted with Korn 
Ferry), relationships are at the bottom of important purchase 
factor considerations (see chart).

What’s going on? Have relationships really fallen to last place in 
today’s high speed, remotely working, Internet-connected world? 
As every consultant likes to say, “It depends.” 

Below, we see the levels of relationship as a pyramid and have 
turned it 90 degrees so to show what sellers do at each level.

If all you’re bringing to the table is information about your com-
pany’s products/services, in all likelihood, you’ll be well down 
the list of impacting factors. On the other hand, if you’re bringing 
domain expertise, experiences of other clients implementing 
your solutions, and insights about your own and the buyer’s 
organization, then you’ll be having much greater impact. 

Why? 

Again, let’s turn to the data. From the same Buyer’s Study, we see 
the resources buyers turn to when making a purchasing decision.

As the SEF’s 2022 Annual is 
released, it would be hard 

to overstate the changes 
that have occurred globally 

the past two years. Covid hit 
headlines roughly March 2020, 

marking the start of the pandem-
ic, dramatic lockdowns, explosive 

growth in online meetings, disrupted 
supply chains, and hugely altered work 

patterns. Amidst all this change, it might 
seem that the entire deck of cards compris-

ing sales knowledge and best practices had 
been tossed in the air with each card left to fall how 

and where it might. 

However, while much has changed, many principles and prac-
tices remain. Trust and relationships are as fundamental today as 
they were two years ago, and 50 years ago. This article will update 
you on what our latest research says about these two critical sales 
elements.

OLD SCHOOL MEETS NEW SCHOOL
If you primarily communicate with prospects/customers via text/
Slack and think email is for ‘old people,’ you are New School. If 
you check email several times a day and receive/leave voice-
mails, you’re Old School (whether you’re old or not). 

Trust. There are 5 reasons people won’t buy from you. Lack of 
money, desire, need, urgency, or trust. And lack of trust will 
kill more deals than the other four combined. You get trust the 
old-fashioned way: You earn it. But while the need for trust re-
mains, how you earn it is changing.

A demonstration I used to do at conferences was invite a volun-
teer up on stage. I would then tell the audience they were about 
to observe a best practice. I would shake hands and introduce 
myself to the volunteer. No big deal. Everyone see it? Yes, of 
course. Then, I’d do it again, and the volunteer would freak out. 
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THE MYTH: SALES MANAGERS ARE NEGLECTED  
IN TRAINING EFFORTS

THE TRUTH: For years, the narrative was that sales managers 
are neglected in corporate training efforts. This might have 
been true 5-10 years ago, but research shows that sales man-
agers do indeed receive training. A recent FSU research study 
showed 77% of sales managers said that they had received 
formal training in the last 24-months compared to 81% of sell-
ers who received training in the same window of time. However, 
56% of sales managers who had received training said that 
the training was NOT helpful for improving their performance 
compared to just 34% of sellers who said recent training was 
not helpful. Finally, 69% of managers said that “Coaching” was 
the topic of training. Perhaps the real issue going forward is 
not should sales managers receive training but what should we 
train managers on besides traditional coaching topics? ∆

THE MYTH: IT’S BETTER TO HIRE SOMEONE WITH  
EXPERIENCE IN YOUR INDUSTRY THAN IT IS TO  
HIRE A ROOKIE SALES REP

THE TRUTH: In 2014, FSU published a study in the Journal 
of Marketing Education showing that students hired as sales 
reps out of a university sales program performed ≈20% better 
than students who attended universities that did not have a 
sales program. This article has been frequently referenced  
as evidence that university sales education works. What is 
often overlooked in the study is comparison of students from 
university sales programs to people hired at the same time 
with industry experience. The results were interesting… 
new-hires with industry experience held a significant per-
formance advantage over sales program new-hires for ≈20 
months. Then, the sales program new-hires overtook the 
industry new-hires in terms of performance. The morale of  
the story? New-hires with industry experience may produce  
a short-term advantage over sales program new-hires but  
the ceiling is much lower. ∆
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First and foremost, is the buyer’s own experience with a vendor 
and their solutions. However, if this is new to the buyer, the sec-
ond place they turn is to subject matter experts (SMEs). If you’re 
pitching your product, you’ll be relegated to the lowest levels; 
but, if you’re seen as an SME, you’ll be well placed to help dis-
cuss the buyer’s business problems, explore possible solutions 
including your own, while at the same time--increasing the value 
of your relationship. 

This is what relationship selling can and does mean today. This 
isn’t new but it has taken on new relevance/applicability given 
the decline of traditional “relationship selling.”

CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT IN THE TIME OF COVID
Of course, with the constraints imposed by Covid, as well as 
changes in meeting buyers that are likely to remain after the 
pandemic, demonstrating industry and organizational under-
standing becomes a challenge. The shift away from the 2 mar-
tini lunches of days gone by, to today’s high-speed, Internet 
connected world presents a new opportunity: social selling.

Before you can have a relationship with buyers/customers, you 
need to engage them. Customer engagement more accurately 
describes the earliest part of today’s relationship selling. It’s not 
about selling to customers or social marketing. It’s more about 
getting the word out and being consistent in how and when you 
do it.

Think of it this way: During World War II, armies used search-
lights that scanned the sky until they came upon an enemy 
plane. Then they would lock in on the plane and shoot it down. 
That’s what a lot of marketing has been about. You’re randomly 
looking for a target and, when you find it, you lock in on it until 
you’ve killed it (such an unfortunate and fitting analogy).

A lighthouse may be a better metaphor for customer engage-
ment today. Lighthouses also send out beams of light, but in a 
very different and intentional way; and that’s what we should do. 
We want to beam out a message that explains who we are, what 
we do, what we have and how it can help potential customers. 
That’s what social engagement is all about.

Being a lighthouse allows customers not only to find you and 
your message, but to navigate to you, or to find their own way. 
Either is good, both are useful. Let’s worry less about seeking 
random targets and focus more on having a message of value, 
that we share and consistently send out.

EVEN BEFORE COVID
We feel there is a pressing need for training beyond the training 
recent graduates, new sellers and First Line Sales Managers 
(FLSMs) are getting today. Yes, things are changing/evolving at a 
rapid pace but there are principles and frameworks that endure. 
These unchanging ideas, along with overviews of the very latest 
AI-for-Sales solutions and our ongoing research with joint ven-
ture partner Korn Ferry are the content we make available free of 
charge at SalesMastery.com.

Yes, a lot is changing in sales. The past 20 years, buyers have 
gotten better at buying faster than sellers have gotten better 
at selling. The Internet is one reason for this. In addition, sales 
organizations have focused on onboarding new reps faster, 
and relying upon/leveraging technology to backstop rather than 
upskill sellers. There is little/no stigma associated with jumping 
between jobs more frequently. As a result, organizations tend to 
focus on performance over professional development, while reps 
focus on upward mobility and increased earning power. 

Is there a place for sales fundamentals, like Examining Your 
Funnel (including the best time to prospect), the Right Things to 
Measure, and Win/Win? These and many more are available in 
our Sales School 2.0 “catalog” (playlists). 

CONCLUSION
The more things change, the more they stay the same. Yes, buy-
ers are changing buying habits and leveraging new tools as they 
do so. Gatekeepers of the past have been further bolstered, or 
replaced, by a flood of information on the Internet and tools to 
screen and protect decision makers.

This is not a call to arms, to somehow circumvent or overwhelm 
the defenses buyers are erecting. That never was and still isn’t 
the way to establish and elevate relationships. Rather, this is a 
time to be clear on your purpose, your company’s WHY, to quote 
Simon Sinek, (www.youtube.com/watch?v=u4ZoJKF_VuA&t=101s), 
to develop and increase your customer, industry and domain 
knowledge, and to be clear and consistent in messaging this out 
and inviting your prospects in. ∆

Being a lighthouse allows customers not only 

to find you and your message, but to navigate 

to you, or to find their own way. 
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