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Customised inhouse workshops can be delivered at your premises or company 
conference across Australia, South-East Asia and the Middle East. Programs are 
tailored to suit your industry, your team, and your specific business challenges. 
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Introduction 
 

Let’s be honest – many professional services staff have business development 

responsibilities, but they don’t actively sell because they feel like strangers in a 

foreign land. Is that how you feel? 

 

In this report we will be talking about the challenges faced by the vast majority 

of professionals, advisors, consultants, specialists, coaches and subject matter 

experts – across industries such as finance, law, engineering, and science - who 

are charged with the responsibility of bringing in new business, but are poorly 

equipped to achieve their sales objectives. 

 

As a professional you may find the language of sales, the strategy of selling, 

and the outcome of a sales discussion to be very different to your usual client 

contact. Professionals are used to managing task-focused discussions based on 

current client matters, and are confident within their comfort zone of technical 

knowledge and expertise. The process of selling (also referred to as ‘business 

development’) is usually not understood and is often feared. 

 

Let’s face it… as a professional you did not sign up to become a ‘career’ 

salesperson. You probably chose a field of expertise, performed well, and have 

been promoted to a position where you now need to bring in new work, not 

just ‘do’ the work generated by other “rain makers” within the firm. 

 

Sure, some professionals are naturally great 

at selling. They are comfortable approaching 

prospects, looking for opportunities, and 

exploring unknown territory. But they are in 

the minority. 

 

In this report we will directly address why 

professionals (from any industry) are 

reluctant to sell. We will also look at a 

number of contributing factors such as their 

perceptions of selling, communication style and knowledge gaps. Also 

presented is the SOXTM question strategy and how to use it to lead the sales 

conversation. Finally we’ll look at specific self-management tactics suitable to 

improve business development results. 

You did not sign up to 
become a ‘career’ 
salesperson. You 
probably chose a field 
of expertise, performed 
well, and have been 
promoted to a position 
where you now need to 
bring in new work, not 
just ‘do’ the work. 
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The Assassin Analogy 
 

From my years of experience training professional and technical experts across 

various industries there’s one distinctly common characteristic… nearly 

everyone hates the idea of having to sell.  

 

It is common for professionals to regard the act of selling as being where you 

target the buyer and then relentlessly pursue them to buy something they 

don’t really need, using whatever means necessary. Ethics are optional. Finally 

the client is ‘closed’ (sounds like they have been terminated!) and the 

salesperson moves on to the next target. 

 

I call this way of thinking The Assassin Analogy because sales people are 

likened to a mercenary – a gun for hire – and are seen to focus on targeting 

unsuspecting prospects then closing the sale and taking their money.  

 

The Assassin Analogy is why many professionals who should be selling, don’t. 

It is why they want to avoid being labelled as a salesperson. And to avoid being 

seen as a salesperson, and feeling like one, they simply avoid selling. 

 

However, as we will discuss in this report The Assassin Analogy is not an 

accurate view of what top performers in any profession actually do. It doesn’t 

reflect current best practices for professional selling. The analogy is based on 

old-fashioned and out-dated notions, and it scares professionals away from 

trying to sell. 

 

Let’s be clear… times have changed. These days to be effective at business 

development you must take a keen interest in your client’s well being, 

including making an effort to learn about your client and look for opportunities 

to educate and add value. You must act as a trusted resource, but not hesitate 

to recommend appropriate courses of action. You have to be confident in your 

knowledge, and know how to recognise opportunities and undertake relaxed 

sales discussions without manipulating or pressuring clients. 

 

Really, there is no need for professionals to fear being tainted by The Assassin 

Analogy. You can easily learn the communication and process skills needed to 

successfully bring in new business without compromising your client 

relationships. 

http://www.marketingnous.com.au
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Selling is Exploring 
 

Selling is no longer restricted to traditional sales roles. Many professionals now 

find sales or business development goals are being added to their Position 

Description. And sales-related KPI’s are being set and monitored during 

performance appraisals. Why is this happening? 

 

• The market is more competitive than ever. 

• Clients are better educated about buying professional services. 

• Clients are less loyal than in the ‘old days’. 

• Clients feel empowered by having more information at their fingertips 

(the Internet), and are more willing to change providers. 

• More options are available for clients due to technology, industry 

fragmentation (specialisation), and ease of communication. 

 

Selling should be a required skill for all client facing staff, not just the more 

senior or experienced team members.  Why? Consider this example. An 

accountant is working on a client file. During routine discussions with the 

client, the accountant discovers – through an off-the-cuff remark by the client – 

the client intends to expand by purchasing a related business. The client 

mentions how the business broker has suggested they get specialist advice 

(such as financial plans, cash flow, and business analysis) from one of the 

brokers contacts – in essence the client has been referred to a competitor. 

 

This is a sales opportunity staring at the 

accountant in the face – it popped up out of 

nowhere. The accountant is now on the back foot 

as the client is already thinking of possibly using 

another provider. The accountant needs to be 

proactive and use a planned strategy to conduct 

an effective sales discussion. 

 

Explore the Opportunity 

 

To extract maximum benefit from a new business opportunity you must know 

how to explore the opportunity in a conversational and non-invasive manner. 

You must be able to create a seamless transition from the current matter, to 

exploring the opportunity, suggesting a solution, and moving to confirm the 

You must know 
how to explore the 
opportunity in a 
conversational and 
non-invasive 
manner.  
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clients intent. This process may happen during one conversation. However in 

other situations you may require multiple meetings with the client, or 

consultation with various stakeholders in the clients decision-making process. 

 

You must be comfortable in asking the right questions, in the right way, of the 

right person. An important outcome of the initial sales discussion is to ‘qualify’ 

the opportunity (in terms of size, timing, and likelihood to proceed) and 

determine the best path to nurture the opportunity and bring it to fruition. 

 

The alternative (which is too often standard practice for professional staff) is 

for the professional to ignore or overlook the opportunity because he/she 

doesn’t know how to explore the client’s situation. The professional has not 

been trained in how to handle a sales discussion, and does not want to feel 

awkward, appear to be greedy, or upset the client. So they do nothing. 

Opportunity lost. 

 

Don’t let this happen to you. 

 

 

Why Don’t Professionals Sell? 
 

After working with hundreds of staff in training sessions I have found the 

reasons why professionals don’t sell are remarkably the same. These reasons 

are directly linked to what they think of selling.  And it’s not good. 

 

During training sessions participants are asked “What image comes to mind 

when you hear the word salesperson?”, and the following comments always 

make up the majority of the list: 

 

• Pushy 

• Sleazy 

• Insincere 

• Smarmy 

• Sell as much as you can 

• Take the money 

• No support 

 

• High pressure 

• Don’t believe them 

• Persistent 

• Annoying 

• Telemarketers 

• Don’t have time for them 
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Wow… no wonder these professionals don’t want to be seen to be in ‘sales’. 

Who would want to be perceived by their clients as having those traits? 

 

In contrast only a few positive comments are offered such as: confident, 

knowledgeable, helpful. Notably, these positive comments usually come from 

just one or two individuals in the group. They are not widely endorsed. 

 

Current Belief: Sales people are not to be trusted. 

 

The general consensus among professionals (and in truth, amongst the general 

public) is that sales people are annoying, self-serving, only out for the money, 

and not to be trusted. That is the Assassin Analogy at work. 

 

This is not surprising. Generally speaking professionals have received process-

oriented training and have the expectation they will be focused on helping 

clients, answering questions, solving immediate problems, or completing their 

current assignment. They often have a ‘service’ mindset (which is reactive to 

demands from the client), not a proactive ‘selling’ mindset. 

 

Of critical importance here is that most professionals are not naturally 

comfortable with the idea of looking for new sales opportunities. The idea that 

they should ask for more business is scary, and is easily written off by 

professionals as being seen to be unprofessional or desperate. 

 

New Belief: An effective professional helps clients succeed by recognising and 

discussing new business opportunities. 

 

Consider your own situation. 

 

Unless you are trained and supported to adjust your perception of selling, 

provided with practical tools, and assisted to move outside your current 

comfort zone, will you continue to avoid discussions on gaining new business? 

 

How much more could you achieve if you had the confidence to embark upon 

sales discussions whenever the opportunity arises? 

 

 

http://www.marketingnous.com.au
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Communication Style 
 

Not everyone is what you would consider a ‘natural’ sales person. Not 

everyone is comfortable talking to, or asking questions of strangers (read: 

prospects). Not everyone has the confidence and resilience to go back and ask 

again and again. 

 

However, that doesn’t mean you can’t learn to be effective at sales just 

because you are not naturally outgoing. There is much more to selling than 

being a good talker! 

 

In fact, the seller talking too much during sales conversations can be a major 

problem. Recent research* conducted in the USA identified the #1 problem 

experienced by buyers of professional services as: 

 

“They (the provider) did not listen to me.” (stated by 38% of respondents) 

 

The other top-rating problems identified were: 

• Did not respond to my requests in a timely manner (stated by 30%) 

• Did not understand my needs (stated by 30%) 

• Talked too much (stated by 25%) 

• No personal chemistry with me (stated by 25%) 

 

Clearly, the art of communication is important when dealing with potential 

clients. Why is it then that so many providers of professional services don’t pay 

enough attention to modifying their communication to achieve a better 

outcome? 

 

This doesn’t mean you need to ‘fake it’ or be insincere. But it does mean you 

take responsibility for improving your communication. 

 

Do you attempt to modify your approach to ensure better communication? 

 

 

 

 

 
* Source: RainToday.com 2009 survey of 230 buyers of professional services 

http://www.marketingnous.com.au
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Tips for Analytical Communicators 

 

To assist with understanding their own actions, I find it very productive as part 

of training programs to have participants complete a ‘communication style’ 

assessment. This identifies their dominant communication style, and creates a 

starting-point for the individual to understand their own preconceptions and 

communication tendencies. 

 

What I have seen is that – of the four communication styles (Amiable, 

Analytical, Driver, and Expressive) – approximately 75% of all professionals 

have a predominant ‘Analytical’ style of communication. What does this mean? 

 

Analytical communicators are: 

• Detail and process-oriented. 

• Uncomfortable with hazy ‘big picture’ concepts. 

• Slow to make decisions, preferring to wait for all the facts. 

• Reserved in their communication with others. 

• Focused on the task rather than on the people involved. 

 

Whilst this may appear to be the antithesis of what a good sales person should 

be (we usually think salespeople = chatty, creative, and quick decisions), 

Analytical style communicators can be very effective in sales roles. Their focus 

and thoroughness work in their favour. 

 

How to Improve 

 

To be more effective in business development discussions, rather than simply 

focus on getting the facts from the client, the Analytical style communicator 

will benefit from following a structured approach to: 

• Ensure they contribute to the discussion, creating a two-way 

communication. 

• Educate the client and assist with their understanding of their problem 

and what may be required to move forward. 

• Display appreciation/empathy of the client situation/challenge,  
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The SOXTM Question Strategy 
 

The key to success for anyone in sales is to be a good communicator. This 

requires the seller (the professional) to realise their natural communication 

preferences and the implications of that for the way they communicate with 

others. Sometimes you can create your own barriers to success when you 

persist with unproductive habits. 

 

Additionally, successful sellers understand how and when to make adjustments 

in their information handling processes so they can better communicate with a 

variety of clients, especially those who might have a different style of 

communication, and role, to themselves (e.g. an Engineer selling to a CEO). 

 

From experience I have found the best approach to encourage this adaptability 

in communication style is to provide a ‘system’ that professionals can use to 

manage their sales conversations. 

 

Analytical communicators are naturally drawn to using systems in their work 

and readily relate to a system for selling. Importantly, it gives them a tangible 

process to manage, not airy-fairy sales talk. 

 

Avoiding the ‘Pinball Effect’ 

 

One of the biggest dangers in sales conversations, especially for professionals 

inexperienced in sales, is what I call the Pinball Effect. 

 

This is where the professional asks lots of 

questions on various topics, trying to find out 

what they need to know from the prospect. Even 

though the questions may be good ones to ask, if 

they are asked in a random fashion the 

professional can easily get lost in bouncing 

around (ping… ping… ping) from one topic to 

another – losing the meaning of the answers. 

The Pinball Effect. 

 

Consequently the professional doesn’t make a 

meaningful impact on the client, and can easily 

Even though the 
questions may be 
good ones to ask, if 
they are asked in a 
random fashion the 
professional can 
easily get lost in 
bouncing around 
(ping… ping… ping) 
from one topic to 
another. 
The Pinball Effect. 
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miss asking important questions. Also, they may fail to get the client to fully 

explain the scope of any problems they are experiencing, or find the deeper 

benefits of any new opportunities the client may be considering.  

 

Additionally the Pinball Effect can create confusion for the prospect, as they 

cannot clearly see where all the questions are leading, or what the next step 

should be. This ad-hoc approach to asking questions may also lead 

inexperienced salespeople to inadvertently raise concerns in the clients mind 

(without resolving them) that could damage their chances of gaining a 

commitment from the prospect. 

 

The SOXTM Question Strategy 

 

Through studying and transforming traditional sales methodologies over the 

last six years a simple yet powerful 3-stage questioning strategy has been 

developed under the acronym SOXTM. 

 

SOXTM questions identify and confirm the true high value benefits each 

individual client is looking for. 

 

S = Situation questions 

O = Opportunity questions 

X = aXtion questions 

 

Ask Situation questions to discover the facts behind the prospects current 

situation. Examples of questions you might ask: 

• What is driving their decision now? 

• What do they know about your services/products? 

• What have they done before? 

• What results did they get before? 

• Who is involved in making this decision now? 

 

Ask Opportunity questions to identify the scope of their needs. This is where 

you establish the scale/scope of the benefits for your client – and satisfy 

yourself there is sufficient benefit for you (or your firm). Through your 

Opportunity questions you need to discover: 

• Is their problem big enough for them to want you to fix it? 

• Will they spend the money? 

• What is in it for them? 

http://www.marketingnous.com.au
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• What will happen if they do nothing? 

• Do they understand the implications? 

• What do they expect to see as a result in the future? 

• Do you believe they are ready for your solution? 

• Can you provide a suitable solution in a profitable manner? 

 

(Note: these are your questions to yourself. The actual Opportunity questions 

used will need to be worded in a client-centric manner, such as “What do you 

see as being the biggest benefit for you from doing ____?”) 

 

Ask aXtion questions to gain approval to move into the presentation phase. 

Examples: 

• Can we set a time for me to present my recommendations to you next 

week? 

• When is the best time to meet with the purchasing manager? 

 

Note: During the SOXTM questioning phase we are not doing what is 

traditionally seen to be ‘selling’. We are having a structured conversation. We 

are learning, clarifying, and understanding.  

 

Essentially we are finding out what we need 

to know to enable us to present a strong 

value proposition and present our 

recommended solution (products or 

services) in a compelling manner, tailored for 

what this particular client needs and wants. 

 

The SOXTM strategy is specifically designed for use by professional personnel. It 

provides a clear-cut structure for sellers to work with. It enables you to 

progress sales discussions with clients in a seamless manner from initial 

introduction, to exploring their requirements, to a customised presentation 

targeting each clients specific buying triggers. 

 

SOXTM questions identify 
and confirm the true 
high value benefits each 
individual client is 
looking for. 

http://www.marketingnous.com.au
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The SOXTM strategy creates optimal conditions for a positive outcome. 

 

The result of using this structure for sales conversations is four-fold: 

• You have a clear path to follow in sales discussions, and can easily 

recognise how far you have progressed along your sales path. 

• You can proactively create opportunities to demonstrate expertise, 

thereby accelerating the creation of trust during the conversation. 

• The client can recognise how you will help them (for example through 

you sharing client success stories and industry data) and is able to 

appreciate the value you are offering. 

• It lessens the focus on price – and maybe removes it completely from 

your sales conversations, because you can identify through discussion 

there are more important factors for the client to consider. 

 

 

 

http://www.marketingnous.com.au
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A ‘Best Practice’ Sales Conversation Guide 

 

The SOXTM strategy is not intended to create a word-for-word script. That 

would be unnatural and unrealistic. 

 

Rather, the questions that are developed using SOXTM will form the basis of a 

‘best practice’ conversational structure that follows a path to accurately 

identifying what each prospect is looking for. A flexible yet effective structure 

for success. 

 

This gives you great power to focus on those areas that are critically important 

for the prospect – rather than presenting generalised information that may hit-

or-miss the prospects real buying motives. 

 

Instead of being seen as a typical sales person (pushing services and products 

with no sense of care for the prospect), by using the SOXTM question strategy 

you will achieve a deep understanding of what the client needs, will easily build 

trust and credibility in the eyes of the prospect, and importantly… 

you will feel good about the whole process. 

 

 

Leading the Sales Conversation 
 

How many times have you heard a version of this? 

“We have two ears and one mouth so we may listen more and talk the less.” 
[Attributed to Epictetus, a Greek-born Roman slave & Stoic philosopher (55 AD - 135 AD)] 

 

In sales literature you often read that the best sales people listen more than 

they talk. Yes, that is correct – in a general sense. But contrary to popular sales 

belief, being a good listener isn’t everything. 

 

Leading the Sales Conversation 

 

To be truly effective in a business development role, professionals must be able 

to read and lead the sales conversation. Listening is an extremely important 

part of the mix… and using ‘active listening’ skills is essential. 

http://www.marketingnous.com.au
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However, the ability to ask a series of planned questions designed to probe 

the clients situation is a critical success factor. 

 

If you don’t ask the right questions, you won’t get the information you need. 

You can’t afford to be shy and not ask questions. Conversely, you can’t afford 

to be impatient and jump in prematurely when an awkward silence occurs. You 

must give clients space to answer. You have to carefully navigate the sales 

conversation to reach your objective. 

 

The chart below shows the impact of the two contributors to effective sales 

conversations: 

• Asking relevant questions (more is better, but don’t over-do it) 

• Moving past merely ‘hearing’, to use ‘active listening’ skills  

 

Achieving Clarity With Your Client 

 

From the chart you can see the transition from having a superficial 

conversation (few questions, with little use of active listening – or many 

questions but not really listening); through the ‘feel good’ zone (more 

questions, and better listening skills); to finally achieving clarity with your client 

(optimal number of well-crafted questions, teamed with high-level active 

listening skills). 

 

               

http://www.marketingnous.com.au
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Asking Questions is How You Lead The Sales Conversation 

 

Too many professionals think they can just ‘wing it’ and make up their 

questions as they go along. Possibly, if they have many years experience they 

may have learned what to say through trial and error. To others it might appear 

as though they are winging it – but they are not. In fact (if they are doing well) 

they have developed a routine that works for them. They have developed a 

system for success! 

 

Most professionals will benefit from 

thorough preparation, both for the 

questions to ask, and for the possible 

responses and objections they are likely to 

hear from their prospect. 

 

In summary, reading and leading the sales discussion requires a combination 

of:  

• Emotional intelligence to sense the level of acceptance and trust from 

the client. 

• A professionally persistent approach, and courage, to fully explore the 

clients situation. 

• Planning ahead for the questions you will ask, and for the client 

responses you expect to encounter. 

 

 

Service & Product Knowledge 
 

When asked to identify their most difficult aspects of selling, a common 

response by professionals is the feeling of “Not knowing enough about my 

service”. 

 

This is especially the case where the professional works with colleagues who 

are from different/related disciplines, or for younger professionals who are 

working their way up the ranks.  This concern about lack of knowledge may 

arise from: 

• Lack of personal experience. 

You must lead the sales 
conversation. You can’t 
afford to be shy and not 
ask questions. 

http://www.marketingnous.com.au
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• The diversity of services offered within a firm (in reality you can’t be an 

expert in all fields). 

• Not fully understanding the clients situation (and therefore not being 

entirely confident of which service should be provided). 

 

This situation can be very uncomfortable for the professional, as they have 

been trained to be the ‘expert source’ within their specialty. 

 

Knowledge Gaps Undermine Seller Confidence 

 

A knowledge gap in this critical area will fundamentally undermine the 

confidence of the professional. They will avoid sales encounters because they 

feel awkward and visualise being in an embarrassing or unprofessional 

situation where they won’t know the answer, or won’t know what to do next. 

 

Clearly the solution to this problem is to ensure you are receiving adequate 

education in the services you are offering, as well as those being offered by 

your colleagues (if appropriate). Having this knowledge will empower you – 

and enable you to undertake thorough sales conversations without hesitation. 

 

Know the Real Benefits 

 

Importantly, this education should not only cover the features of products and 

services being offered, but also include specifics of how clients benefit from 

using your services. (Awareness of competitors is also required.) 

 

When selling, professionals must know the real benefits, not just the obvious 

features. They need to know: 

• How it will solve clients problems? 

• What will be the real impact for the client? 

• How much it will save the client in time, resources or money? 

• How much it will enhance the clients outcomes? 

• How will it contribute to the clients success? 

 

Using Success Stories and Industry Data 

 

Ideally all professionals will know a few suitable client ‘success stories’ and 

some specific data they can drop into their sales conversations (without 

appearing ‘salesy’ or big-noting themselves). The purpose of intentionally 

http://www.marketingnous.com.au
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adding these stories to your sales discussions is to demonstrate your expertise 

and emphasise the impact of the benefits being offered. 

 

If you are working in a firm with multiple practitioners – maybe across various 

disciplines – it is usually a good idea to share experiences (where relevant) and 

develop success stories based on what the ‘team’ can provide, rather than 

simply on what each individual professional can offer.  

 

Remember, throughout the whole sales discussion you are aiming to achieve a 

structured conversation to explore the opportunity with the prospect. It is a 

measured proactive strategy to probe, discover, and build trust. 

 

 

Team Knowledge 
 

A common situation for professionals is they are working closely with 

colleagues from another professional discipline within their organisation. 

 

Example: In an accounting and financial planning firm, it may be the accountant 

who discovers a personal finance situation that could be addressed by financial 

planning. Does accountant know enough about their team members 

capabilities to establish what to do next, which initial questions to ask of the 

client, or which team member to call in to the next meeting? 

 

In many cases the answer to this is ‘No’; because each professional is only 

aware of their activities within their own area of expertise. However, clients 

appreciate a more comprehensive approach. 

 

Capability, Availability, Responsibility 

 

The implication of this for a sales scenario is that all team members need to 

have a solid understanding of the capabilities, availability, and responsibilities 

of other members of their team. 

 

Example: I’ve spoken with consultants in firms who hesitate to pursue potential 

sales opportunities because they either don’t know who within their company 

should be involved (responsibility), or they aren’t sure if the skills are available 
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in their team (capability). So, rather than risk the chance of looking like they 

don’t know in front of the client, they simply avoid the sales discussion. 

 

In most firms the sales responsibility is in fact a part-time role for professionals. 

Their primary role is to deliver their expertise, maintain billable hours, and 

achieve revenue targets through servicing clients. 

 

Even though business development discussions may only consume a small 

portion of overall time for you as a professional, it is important to ensure you 

maximise that time by ensuring you are fully prepared. So take time in advance 

to be conversant with the capabilities of your team members and how to 

appropriately handle opportunities outside your own direct area of knowledge. 

 

 

Sales Process Knowledge 
 

The most effective sellers have a system that supports them in their business 

development efforts. 

 

Top performers will know: 

• What they need to achieve at each step of the sales conversation. 

• Who should be involved? 

• What information is required at each step? 

• How and when to gain commitment from the client. 

• Who will be following up or delivering the service or products. 

 

By defining and documenting your sales process you can capture this 

information and create a ‘standardised’ approach for managing all sales 

discussions. You will benefit from having a step-by-step approach that you 

know will be productive. 

 

A Documented Sales Process Streamlines Progress 

 

This standardisation will not remove the personal touch, nor will it confine you 

to using scripts or rigid rules. 
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Documenting your sales process will enable you to focus on: 

• The critical questions you must ask 

• Obtaining the correct information to progress the discussion 

• Getting the right people involved on the clients side (and also from your 

firm, if needed) 

• Maintaining steady forward progress 

• Achieving a smooth and professional transition from managing the sales 

discussion to gaining commitment, and through to implementation 

 

A ‘sales process chart’ can be developed for each 

main service (or family of services) you offer. 

 

The sales process chart provides an easy to follow 

system to measure progress of sales opportunities, 

and it takes the guesswork out of what to do next. 

 

It will assist you to be more confident in your 

business development activities and ultimately will 

help you win more business. 

 

 

Self-Management Actions 
 

Most professionals pride themselves on their level of expertise and the quality 

of their personal work. They resist any move they perceive might restrict their 

individuality or they think will harm their personal client relationships. 

 

Professionals want to be seen as an expert resource for clients, 

not as a sales person. 

 

However, it is possible to work with an effective sales system that helps you to 

achieve and exceed your business development goals, without compromising 

your professional standards. 

 

Consider these five self-management action items. How can you improve? 

 

 

 

By defining and 
documenting 
your sales process 
you can capture 
this information 
and create a 
‘standardised’ 
approach for 
managing all 
sales discussions. 
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(1) Be honest about your perception of selling. 

 

You can easily use the techniques mentioned in this report, combined with 

your professional knowledge, so you won’t be perceived as the stereotypical 

sales person. You can choose to use a professional sales approach. 

 

Selling professional services or complex solutions is not a transactional process 

that ends with ‘closing the sale’. In fact, the client relationship only really starts 

after you have ‘closed the sale’ (i.e. after you have received their commitment 

to commence). 

 

The client’s decision is largely based on trust – their belief that you understand 

their situation, have the ability to help them, and have a real interest in seeing 

them succeed.  You must intentionally fast-track the creation of that trust as 

part of your sales strategy. 

 

It is important for you to understand and believe that by engaging in sales 

activities you will not be acting like a mercenary. You will not be preying on 

targets for a sales ‘kill’… you are aiming to help prospects become clients so 

you can help them achieve their goals. 

 

(2) Be clear about the purpose of selling for you as a professional. 

 

Why will you be undertaking sales discussions? Why is selling important for you 

personally? What does it mean for your firm? 

 

• Are you trying to grow your business? 

• Do you have defined business development goals to achieve? 

• Do you need to proactively create new business? 

• Does the size of your bonus depend on you bringing in extra work? 

 

Successful sellers focus on what they are trying to achieve, understand their 

own motivations, and measure their progress towards their goals.  

 

You don’t need the rah-rah, hyped-up, style of sales motivation. However you 

do need a strong and consistent focus on business development activities, a 

desire for ongoing professional development, and belief in yourself and the 

systems you use to generate new business. Create an expectation of success. 
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(3) Focus on communication skills. 

 

Consider your own communication style and how to become more adaptable 

when in sales discussions. Avoid making assumptions and judgements – it’s 

more productive to first get all the relevant details from your client and then 

decide how best to proceed. 

 

Practice listening. Become better at ‘active listening’. This sounds very simple, 

yet most people don’t listen very well. As Steven Covey writes in his best selling 

book, 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, “Most people do not listen with the 

intent to understand; they listen with the intent to reply”.  

 

Using effective listening skills accelerates the building of trust, provides a 

deeper understanding of what the client really wants, and clarifies what you 

should do to help. 

 

(4) Create a structured ‘best practice’ selling system. 

 

You can create a reliable process to maximise your outcomes from sales 

conversations. Of course, having a system will not guarantee you will win every 

new business opportunity – but it does give you the best chance for success. 

 

If possible tap into the combined expertise of your colleagues or your team and 

create a system that works for all sales discussions. Consider your various sales 

scenarios (different types of clients; different types of service offered) and if 

necessary create a sales process for each distinctly different service or client 

category. You goal is to develop a ‘best practice’ strategy to guide sales 

conversations. 

 

(5) Educate yourself. 

 

… about your products and services 

Make sure you have sufficient knowledge to use in sales discussions. This 

requirement goes beyond what you need to know just to do your own job. 

Remember, you don’t need to be the expert in everything, but you do need to 

make a solid impression in front of the client, and know who to go to for 

further assistance if required. 
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… about your team 

Create opportunities within your team to share experiences and capabilities. 

Share stories of previous client projects and how they were handled. Distribute 

resume summaries for each member of the team. Where practical, have each 

other do joint sales calls to clients using a ‘team selling’ approach. 

 

… about conversational selling skills 

Learn how to be more comfortable undertaking sales conversations. Seek 

training and apply that to actual sales situations. Use a proven question-based 

approach such as the SOX strategy. Incorporate in your sales discussions 

specific techniques that will quickly build trust, and focus on using a 

conversational style of selling (also referred to as consultative selling). This will 

give you skills that can be used immediately to win more business. 

 

(6) Don’t assume ‘Selling is not for me’. 

 

Many professionals will try and exclude themselves from selling. Junior staff 

might say they don’t get the opportunity. Senior staff may insist they already 

know what to do, or already get enough new business. 

 

Most professionals are initially concerned about having to sell, and are 

reluctant to commit to business development activities. It can be 

uncomfortable learning new skills and feeling uncertain of what to do. 

However, there is always room for learning and improvement – for everyone. 
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One Page Summary 
 

The source of your sales reluctance may be The Assassin Analogy – where you 

feel that selling is pushy and insincere, and based on selecting targets and 

going in for the sales kill. Whilst this analogy portrays a common perception of 

sales, remind yourself it is inaccurate and does not reflect current best 

practices for selling professional services. 

 

Focus must be placed on identifying and exploring sales opportunities. Don’t 

be shy. Take the lead. Remember your objective is to help clients achieve their 

goals. To do this you must use effective communication skills - including asking 

specific questions during sales conversations, creating momentum, and 

listening with intent to understand. 

 

Sales conversations can be ruined by the Pinball Effect, which is created when 

questions are asked in an ad-hoc manner leaving the client wondering if the 

seller really understands their situation, and being uncertain of what will 

happen next. Use a structured approach to create momentum during your 

sales conversations. 

 

The SOXTM question strategy provides a proven format for identifying and 

confirming high value benefits whilst building trust and creating a positive 

forward flow in the sales conversation. This will maximise the conversion of 

sales opportunities. 

 

For optimal results you must have thorough knowledge of your services 

and/or products; an understanding of the capability and responsibilities of your 

team; and confidence in using conversational selling skills. 

 

Self-management action points: 

1. Be honest about your perception of selling. Get real. 

2. Be clear about the role of selling for you. Learning appropriate selling 

skills is an integral part of professional development. 

3. Focus on communication skills. Be flexible. Ask with purpose. Listen 

with intent to understand. 

4. Create a structured selling system to increase your success. 

5. Take responsibility to expand your knowledge of services, products, 

your team, and your sales process. 
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About Stuart Ayling 
 
 

 

Stuart Ayling specialises in effective sales tactics for 
service-based firms and companies selling complex or 
customised products. Stuart founded Marketing Nous in 
1999 and has worked with businesses across Australia. 
 
He regularly conducts in-house and public sales training 
programs based on his unique SOXTM methodology. 

 
Grant Titman, Director, Snelleman Tom Consulting Accountants and Financial 
Planners: 
“Stuart delivered the workshop program to our consultants over 3 days within 
an 8 week period. Our team found that building their skills this way and the 
email communications from Stuart over the 8 weeks helped achieve more 
meaningful results. 
 
Stuart Ayling has exceeded our expectations. Not only has he delivered on his 
promises, but he has provided us with valuable ‘follow-up’ guidance which can 
be managed in-house to make the most of the training." 
 
Bruce Watson, CEO, AUSCOAL Super: 
“AUSCOAL Super was looking for refinement and improvement for our 
Australia-wide based team of financial advisers, planners and managers who 
constantly present face to face seminars and workshops. 
 
Being a not for profit AUSCOAL Super needed the presentation skills without 
the hard sell and after extensive research Stuart Ayling was a clear leader to 
partner with AUSCOAL Super. 
 
The professionalism of our organisation has been lifted through both 
presentation content design and presenting skills thanks to the great support 
and assistance from Stuart." 
 
Phoebe Greening, Partner, MGA Accountants: 
"With a new and young team with little previous sales and client meeting 
experience I wanted to provide a training workshop that would improve our 
teams confidence and provide simple easy to use strategies to arm them for 
those daunting client meetings. 
 
Stuart delivered every aspect of this and more, providing us with simple easy to 
use steps and procedures to effectively hold a meeting to gain the desired 
result, plus invaluable information in other important areas of communication.  
 
Thank you Stuart for opening our eyes to how easy a client meeting can be if 
planned well." 
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Scott Denning, Northern Region Manager, OAMPS Insurance Brokers: 
“Stuart took the time to understand both our business as well as our client 
expectations. His efforts resulted in a valuable educational sales session at 
our Regional Sales Conference.” 
 
Maria Morton, General Manager, Teach International: 
“Once again Stuart produced a motivating full-day session with easy-to-
use techniques that we practiced through role plays and peer sessions. 
Training was conducted the first week of January, and, by the next week, 
sales of our program had doubled from 10% of all new sales to 20%.” 
 
Anne Barry, Principal, AB Accounting: 
"I was looking for training in an area where we had no skills, no previous 
training and possibly a natural resistance. For most accountants, ‘sales’ is a 
dirty word and most sales training programs seemed geared to product 
type sales which I felt may have conflicted with my idea of professionalism 
and long term client relationships. 
 
From the training sessions we’ve learnt new skills for communicating with 
clients and can now get them to articulate needs that we can meet. 
Consequently we are able to increase revenue for the firm. 
 
Most importantly, we’ve learnt to shut up & listen! And we no longer feel 
like we’re trying to talk clients into something (which is how we have felt 
previously when in any type of sales situation).” 
 

 
 
Contact Stuart Ayling to explore sales training options for your business. 
 
Learn more at:  
www.marketingnous.com.au/training/inhouse-sales-training/ 
 
 
Marketing Nous Pty Ltd 
ABN 17 263 816 129 
PO Box 5320, Daisy Hill QLD 4127 Australia 
Telephone: +61 (0)7 3806 2238 
Mobile: +61 (0)407 588 468 
Email: info@marketingnous.com.au 
Web: www.marketingnous.com.au 

Unauthorised copying is prohibited. No part of this publication may be reproduced without 
written permission of the author. 
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