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December 22, 2008 – MSNBC – “Shipments of those (traditional mobile phones) will decrease by 11.6 percent next year, IDC says.”

December 22, 2008 – MSNBC – “Next year, the research firm (IDC) projects smartphone shipments will continue to increase, albeit by only 3.1 percent in the U.S.”

Every analyst I have read predicts a decrease in traditional cell phone sales and continued growth in smartphone sales in 2009.   While 3.1% growth doesn’t sound like much, it sure as heck beats an 11.6% decrease.  With this news, where do you think you should focus your sales efforts in 2009?

In early 2002, the team I worked for a large wireless carrier that wanted to get their hands on some of the competition’s latest product.  Our team had a conference call to figure out how to obtain the product in question.  After several minutes of discussion I offered to simply go down the street and buy them from the carrier’s local retail store.  “They won’t sell them to you. You’re the competition.”  Already having two decades of retail experience under my belt, I knew differently.  I walked into the store and asked for the manager.  I gave him my business card and explained that I wanted to purchase and activate 12 wireless PC cards and have the service billed to my company’s corporate headquarters.  “No problem!”  Facing 12 new data lines, he quickly went into the back room to get the cards and begin the activation.

This retail store just sold more data services in that one sale than they had for months, possibly ever.  How do I know?  I asked.  The point is that this shouldn’t have been considered a big data sale for this store, but it was.  You see, this isn’t where this story ends.  It’s just getting started.

While I was waiting for the manager to activate my PC cards, I struck up a conversation with the other retail employee working in the store.  I told him who I was and that my team wanted to test the devices to compare them to our own products.  He was interested in wireless data, but had never been trained on it.  This was an unfortunate, but not an uncommon retail scenario in 2002.  While we were talking, a middle-aged man in a suit came into the store and began to look around.  The rep excused himself and went to assist the man.  I didn’t hear the conversation, but soon the rep came back and asked me if I would answer some questions for the man.  Apparently he had some general questions about the new BlackBerry, and the rep didn’t know anything about it.  I reminded the rep who I worked for and told him I wouldn’t withhold that information when talking to the man.  The rep said that was O.K. since the man was “just looking” anyway.   The rep introduced me to the man (no mention of my employer), and said that I might be able to answer his questions.  Before I could say anything, he began firing off questions about the device and the service.  I showed him my BlackBerry, making sure to note the carrier, and answered his questions.  The man was grateful for my assistance and left the store.

My purchase was completed a short while later.  As I walked onto the sidewalk, the man, who had been waiting, approached me.  He commented on how helpful I was and asked me who I worked for.  I smiled, gave him my card and explained why I was shopping at the competition.  He gave me his card and told me that his department was looking into purchasing some BlackBerries.  He was happy to finally run into someone who knew something about BlackBerries and wanted to know if I was available to answer more of his questions.  We made arrangements for me and one of my sales people to visit with him and his team within the week.  

Here, an individual came into a retail store just to “look around” and asks some questions.  The rep made a valiant attempt to answer the shopper’s questions by using the only tool available to him, another shopper.  What the rep did not do was qualify the shopper and find out if there was an opportunity there.  Like the majority of retail employees, he was disarmed by the shopper’s number one defense, “just looking”.    Had the rep done some qualifying, he would have discovered that there was a real opportunity in his store.  You see, the department that the shopper worked for was a Department of the federal government and he was their Chief Procurement Officer.

My point?  First, there is the importance of training your retail staff.  Second, there is finding a better resource for information than another customer.  Third . . . well I guess there were several in that story, but my main point is that businesses and government departments do shop retail.  The challenge is that most businesses and government departments don’t buy retail.  The reason they don’t buy from retail is because retailers don’t ask them to.  This article will give you the ability to recognize business customers and the tools to close them.

Some of you still don’t believe that businesses shop retail.  That’s fine.  There is an easy way to find out.  ASK!  All you have to do is add one easy qualifying question to your arsenal.  

“Will you be using this phone for business or personal use?”  

That’s it.  Honest.  This one question will reveal whether you have a business customer or not.  The response you get will help you qualify what type of business customer you have.  I am going to address two different types of business customers in this article: those who are shopping for themselves and those that are shopping for their business.

Many customers, when asked if they will use the phone for business or personal will answer “both”.  That answer should not be surprising since cell phones are becoming an important tool in both parts of our lives.  The need for communication is not isolated to work or play, but to life in general.  This blending of business and personal needs is why you have the chance to discover business customers in the first place.  If our business and personal lives were not blending, your customer would buy his smartphone from the account manager in his office’s conference room and his other phone from you.  Wait a minute.  That is how people buy today.  But why?  Because retailers don’t try to discover the business needs and business reps don’t care about the personal needs.  The grand opportunity is waiting for the sales person who addresses both needs in one sale.

So, your customer says that they use their phone for business and personal needs.  At this point dig into the arsenal of qualifying questions you have been trained on.  In addition to qualifying which features and services they need, listen for signs of the bigger opportunity.  

You: “Why are you looking for a new phone?”  
Them: “I want one that plays movies.”  
You: “Do you travel for work or pleasure?”  

No one watches movies on their phone when they are at home or the office.  They do it when they are traveling.  This will reveal the personal and/or business need.

You: “What special features are you looking for?”  
Them: “I want one with a camera.”  
You: “What kind of pictures will you be taking?”  

This answer will help you pick the resolution, flash, storage, video and business or personal use.  Examples: “Just friends at parties.” Personal.  “My grandkids.” Personal.  “Car accidents and tornado damage.” Insurance Adjuster, you hope.

You: “Are you looking for a particular color?”  
Them: “Pink! I love the color pink.”  
You: “Why pink?”  
Them: “She’s my favorite singer.” Personal.  
Or: “I want the phone to match the color of my lip gloss.” Personal.  
Or: “I want the phone to match the color of my Cadillac.” Your shopper is a Mary Kay Cosmetics salesperson; a very good Mary Kay Cosmetics salesperson.  
Did you know that Mary Kay’s sales force automation software now has a BlackBerry component?
	
Of course the answers could be more obvious such as “My company will let us use smartphones now” or “I’m supposed to tell you that we have a “bez”, whatever that is.”  In these cases, changes at the shopper’s company presented this user with the opportunity to buy a new phone.  These changes probably presented the same opportunity to this shopper’s co-workers.  Important: don’t try to sell to the whole company yet.  Take care of this shopper.  Give this shopper the individual attention that they deserve.  We’ll get to the co-workers soon enough.

Whenever a shopper is interested in business and personal usage, they are more than likely buying for themselves.  In this case you can focus on this individual customer and their needs.  Remember to consider how they will use the phone at home and at work.  Most importantly close the sale.  Once you have earned the shopper’s confidence, and they become a customer, then the work begins.  What?  Didn’t you just close the customer?  Yes, and now that you have their confidence; you have the right to ask for the referral.  You were going to do this part anyway, weren’t you?  

When seeking a referral from a business customer (if the customer is using it for work, they are a business customer), ask for a referral to the business, not just friends and family.  “Who should I contact at your company regarding the products and services we provide for businesses?”  If the purchase was because of changes at work that impacted other employees too, ask: “How can I get in touch with other employees at your company and offer them the same assistance I provided you?”  If you look for the singular referral, at best that is what you will get.  If you ask for the keys to a 3M or Cargill sale, you could get it.  Michelangelo said “The greatest danger for most of us is not that our aim is too high and we miss it, but that our aim is too low and we reach it.”  

Do you track a customer’s business information?  Do you ask for a business name or work address?  O.K., this request may seem a little idealistic, but the results of doing this lead to referrals and commissions that are more than ideal.  When it comes time to do your initial follow-up calls, call during normal business hours.  Listen closely as the customer answers the phone.  Do they mention a company name when they answer or as part of their voicemail greeting?  If so, write it down.  Make special note of it when you are talking to the customer.  The reason you want to make your early follow-up calls during the work day is because people answer their phone more professionally during business hours than in the evening or on weekends.  If you get the name of their employer during this first set of calls, or if it arises in later calls, make note of it and move this customer to your business list.  Another source of work information is their e-mail address.  Make sure you ask for it at the time of the sale.  If the address ends in seagate.com, or ameriprise.com, or anything.gov, make note of it in their records.  

Now, here is where all of this information gathering will culminate.  When it comes time to do your 30 day follow-ups, sort your customers into personal and business piles.  Remember, if you have an employer’s name or work address they are a business customer.  Now sort the business customers by company, office building or even just small geographic regions.  You are now going to invite yourself out to the customer’s offices that are in large corporations, large office complexes and consolidated business areas.  When you make your 30 day follow-up call, don’t do the follow-up on the phone.  Ask for permission to stop by and see how everything is working out.  Offer to deliver any accessory they may have ordered recently.  Tell them that you want to give them a referral card or discount card.  Whatever it is, the goal of this call is to get into their office.  Don’t push to the point of annoying the customer, but make a point of telling them that you appreciate their business enough to go out of your way and meet them where it is more convenient for them.

If the customer approves of your visit, make sure you arrive with the following: their accessory/referral card/discount card and a stack of flyers (with your card glued or stapled to it).  While you are in the lobby of the office, once you have told the receptionist why you are there (to provide exemplary retail support to one of your valued customers) ask the receptionist (your new best friend at _____, Inc.) if it would be O.K. to leave some flyers at the reception desk so other employees can get the same level of support.  If the reception desk is not appropriate, ask if they could be put in the cafeteria, break room, mail room (offer to put them in the mail slots yourself), or even payroll to have stuffed in their next payroll disbursement.  If you strike out with the receptionist on the flyer issue, ask the customer at the end of your visit if they could drop some flyers in the cafeteria and with other employees that they know are looking for a new phone.  When a company lets you distribute your flyer it is a silent endorsement of you and your service.  

Note: If you do get permission to leave flyers behind, only leave a short stack of 5 to 10.  Any more than that looks greedy and will hasten their removal by the receptionist or management.  5 to 10 will be enough to get some exposure without getting most people’s defenses up.

When you go to the customer’s office wear nice slacks (no jeans) and your best, clean and pressed company branded shirt.  Also make sure to make a point with the receptionist and anyone else you meet at the office that you work at your company’s retail store and where it is.  Now, some people feel that you should dress professionally and behave like a direct business account manager.  When you have that title, your professional service to the customer will be merely expected.  When you are a retail sales representative who is treating your customer to a personal and professional visit, you will show the customer and his fellow workers that you go above and beyond what is expected in your job and in your service to the customer.  Your professional behavior in this environment will drive traffic to your store that you will not even know about due to the positive word of mouth you will generate with the customer and the people you meet.  THIS is why you want to meet the customer at their office.  

Now that you have seen the office, consider whether there is enough sales opportunity to justify spending an hour or two each month or quarter in their cafeteria or lobby to answer questions and present your service to individual employees.  Many larger companies allow this on a regular basis and even announce your visit in e-mail and on company calendars.  Think of this as moving your store to their office for a couple of hours to save them the trip.  

Here is an example of the impact of this simple event.  We had a direct rep that did this for a large medical device manufacturer several years ago.  At the time our company was not the primary wireless vendor for this firm.  Because our rep was willing to come on-site and work with individuals on a recurring basis, and because the other vendor felt it was not a good use of their time, we were welcomed back month after month.  In that time, our rep met the decision makers when they would ask about their personal lines.  Over time they asked more and more about the business aspects of our business.  Our continued exposure in the cafeteria and the customer’s realization of the professional products and services we provided led them to switch a majority of their lines over to our company the next budget year.

All of this can happen when an individual shops at your store for a personal/professional phone.  What happens when an individual comes into your store shopping for a solution for his business?

Less than a year ago a gentleman stopped by a small wireless retailer in a small rural community.  The store’s staff consisted of the owner, his wife and an occasional part-timer.  This isn’t exactly the foundation for massive business sales.  The owner knew how to qualify shoppers though, and quickly discovered that the gentleman was researching wireless phones for the company he worked at.  The retailer answered what questions he could and contacted our company for more technical information.  During the visit, the retailer learned that the company was putting out a Request for Proposal (RFP) for a rather large wireless purchase.  Before the shopper could leave, the retailer asked if he could respond to the RFP.  The shopper said that he could, but set the expectation that the carriers were already preparing their responses and the company expected to give the business to one of them.  Undaunted, the retailer and folks from our company immediately sat down, reviewed the RFP, prepared our responses, gathered information and resources from our manufacturers and dealer channel team, and built a professional and persuasive RFP.  After the management team reviewed the RFPs, they narrowed the field . . . O.K., I’ll cut to the chase.  By bringing together the resources he had in business partners, carriers and manufacturers, this retailer closed a 100+ BlackBerry deal with a national company that included consulting, deployment and delivery options the major carriers never considered.  This dealer was small in size, but big in its ability to play with national companies and huge in its ability to beat out 4 national carriers for the deal.  Think about your store.  How many employees do you have?  Think about your partners.  Would they work with you to close a deal of this size?  How about a deal for just 5 or 10 lines?  If you’re reading this, I can assure you that you have at least one partner who can help you get either deal.  When it comes to judging your abilities, don’t forget to include the teammates you have around you, even if they aren’t in your store every day.

O.K., 100+ line deals don’t walk into your store every day.  In fact the people shopping in your store for business needs usually don’t even stick out from the casual shopper.  Yet, while business shoppers don’t wear neon signs, they are pretty easy to spot when you know what you are looking for.  These shoppers will almost always be “just looking”.  They have no “need” but lots of questions.  These shoppers have probably already done a lot of online research and will focus on the look and feel of the device and your competitive positioning of the product.  These are things that they can’t find on the internet.  The more questions they ask, the more comfortable they feel with you and your representation of the product.  The problem is that they will feel no remorse sucking you dry with questions, and then placing an order with a business sales rep.  This is the first sign that your shopper is researching a business purchase.  Now, while they may intend to drain you of every ounce of product knowledge you have, don’t assume that they are just wasting your time.  Sure, some shoppers are just trying to show off their own product knowledge, or just kill time at your expense.  Here is how you can tell the time waster from the business researcher.  Ask questions.  While the shopper is asking questions they have control.  Don’t let them keep you from asking qualifying questions.  Time wasters will not have answers for your questions and will even get annoyed by your questions.  Business shoppers will deflect your first question or two, but will open up when they realize you are trying to help them find a fit for their business need.  Show offs will either move on after your first couple questions, or they will begin to spew technical babble like a broken fire hydrant.  You will have a pretty good idea who you are dealing with if you stick to your qualifying questions.

Once you are fairly sure you have a business shopper, you will need to work at finding out what you need to about their company and the needs they are trying to meet.

If they are in your store researching a potential business purchase, you can rest assured that they will contribute to the purchasing decision at their company.  This means that they know what you need to know to capture the deal.  You know?  What I am trying to say is that they know more than they want to let on.  Business customers shop at retail because most retail reps go back to playing on their phone at the first utterance of “just looking.”  The fact that you are actually asking questions will surprise them at first.  If your questions are relevant, that surprise will turn into “hey, I found someone who knows something.” At this point they will begin asking more specific questions about the product or service that they are interested in.  This is when you dig deeper yourself.  Ask an assumptive close like “When do you think you will be purchasing new phones for your company?”,  “Will these phones be for one team, or an entire department?” or  “Will everyone get a smartphone, or just a few people?”  If you have established a good rapport with the customer, they will probably answer you without even thinking about it.  If they dodge, they aren’t comfortable with you or your store yet.

To help build the customer’s confidence in you and your store, share information about your company’s business to business history.  Talk about how many years you have been in business.  Mention your company’s bigger customers.  Introduce them to the business services you offer above and beyond the services of your carrier partner(s).  In fact, if the opportunity is technical (smartphones, BES, etc.), give them a consulting services brochure, and offer to bring your technical resource to meet with the customer to discuss their opportunity and how you can meet it.

Note: Whether you are a small indirect dealer or a carrier exclusive store, you need to sell the customer on your company, not your carrier(s).  If you focus on the carrier’s capabilities, you are not setting your own company apart as a solution provider for the prospective customer.

Once the customer starts talking about the business opportunity, ask what you can do to help them buy their solution from you.  It’s aggressive, but often appreciated by a business customer.  If you are working with a business owner or someone with some management responsibility, recognize that they made it where they are by asking for the opportunities that got them there.  No one ever coast into the owners chair or a management position.  Knowing this, you can feel more comfortable asking them for the opportunity to work with them on solving their wireless needs.  Real decision makers will recognize what you are doing and have even more respect for your approach than if you just answer questions without trying to sell yourself and your company as a valuable business partner.  That being said, your first sale should be selling the opportunity to make a proposal for their business.  As with ANY sale, you have to ask for it.  Once you are given the opportunity to meet with them to propose a solution, get your team together and prepare for the presentation.

Note: In contrast to my earlier note about dress code for business customer visits.  In the earlier scenario, your customer was an individual who made a retail purchase from you.  In this scenario, you are selling a business solution to a business, not a retail customer.  In this scenario, dress for success, and carry yourself as if you are a direct business account manager.  If the opportunity arises, go ahead and pursue flyers in the reception area and vendor days in the cafeteria.  In this scenario though, you will probably want to stay focused on the big sale that brought you to their office in the first place.

Now you now know how to spot and qualify business shoppers.  You have learned some strategies for getting yourself into the opportunity and even some tips on how to grow your business after the sale.  Of course this whole article told you what to do if you get the opportunity.  What do you do if you don’t get in the door, or you get the opportunity and lose it?  What then?  Ask for a referral.  

Seriously, ask for a referral.  If you follow the steps prescribed here and carry yourself as a qualified, interested and concerned business partner, you have earned the right to ask for a referral.  You will be surprised how many prospective customers may be a miss-match for you, but know of a person or company who was looking for just the solution that you have to offer.  Some of the best salespeople I know have been able to turn a prospect’s rejection into a profitable customer through referral.

While these are good skills to learn and master any time, today is a particularly good time to start.  February and March are traditionally slow in a retail store during the work day.  Use this time to reach out to your business customers.  The holiday rush is over but corporate budgets have just been released.  Now quit waiting for new customer’s to come into your store and start reaching out to some of your existing business customers.  As the analysts keep forecasting, 2009 will see steep drops in traditional mobile phone sales.  It’s time to turn smartphone sales into Smart Phone Sales.
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