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 Now Serving: Not Your Average Joe 

One of the most common questions we get from salespeople and sales leaders is, 
“What can we do differently to improve our prospecting efforts?”

The answer lies not in increased call activity levels, not in search engine 
optimization, and certainly not in buying those email lists you get offered in spam 
messages. Surprisingly, the answer comes down to age-old human wisdom: serve 
other people before expecting them to do something for you.

Much of what we describe below applies to growing existing accounts as well as to 
prospecting. To keep things simple, we’ll discuss prospecting first and come back to 
account expansion later.
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Desperately Seeking Value 

When a buyer is having her first interaction with a new salesperson, the primary 
question in her mind is whether the salesperson and his company can offer 
her more value than her existing approach. Typically, the salesperson does the 
following:

• Explains his company
• Describes how his company’s offering is different from the competition
• Tells stories about similar customers
• Asks for a follow-up discussion or a trial purchase

Better salespeople also demonstrate knowledge of the prospect’s business, 
ask questions about her priorities, engage her in co-creating a solution, and 
demonstrate documented business results from other work. The best salespeople 
do all of the above—plus they tailor every interaction to only focus on the things 
that are the most important to the customer. Two outcomes typically result from 
these conversations:   

1. She’s Just Not that into You
 
Sometimes the prospect essentially throws the salesperson out the door 
because she’s just not interested. Often, she’s happy with her current provider. 
Sometimes, the particular offering the salesperson is selling is not high enough 
on her priority list. In that case, she may refer the salesperson to someone else 
on her team. Or she may just say some variation of, “This is really interesting. 
Now is not the right time, but I appreciate your coming by today, and I’ll keep 
you in mind for when we’re ready to consider this.” It’s the equivalent of “Don’t 
call us, we’ll call you.” 
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2. Risky Business
 
Often, the best achievable outcome is the prospect offering to explore the 
possibility further. In this situation, the prospect is now considering taking on 
a sizable amount of risk by trying something new in exchange for the hope of 
better rewards in the future. Her willingness to take on the risk depends a lot 
on how successfully the salesperson painted a highly attractive but believable 
vision of the alternative future. 

In the first scenario, the prospect dismissed the option of taking on the risk of a 
new solution—at least for the time being. In the second option, she began to take 
on some risk and explored taking on more. The question for salespeople is: How 
can you encourage prospects to take the second option and to accelerate their 
exploration (or buying) process?
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Risk Management 

So, we have a client who is, in her head, calculating risk and assessing whether 
to explore an approach that is different from what she has done in the past. As 
mentioned earlier, one way to increase her openness to exploration is to increase 
the potential reward by depicting an attractive but realistic vision of a better 
future. We have offered some tips how do that white paper called, “Partly Cloudy 
or Mostly Sunny? Inside the Cloud and the IT Industry Are Lessons for Sales Forces 
Looking to Stay Ahead.”

But the other job for us as salespeople is to minimize the risk. There are two 
traditional ways to do this, and we’re going to offer a powerful third way.
  

Reduce the real risk: Offer trials. Invite the customer to a “customer experience 
center” to see the solution in action. Offer a significant discount on the first 
purchase. Structure the pricing so that the customer only pays for what they 
use without a large upfront commitment. Provide service level guarantees. 
  
Reduce the perception of risk: Provide references to other happy customers. 
Help the prospect understand that the likelihood of problems is minimal. Tell 
stories of successful implementations. Address explicit and implicit concerns. 
Another one of our white papers, “Turbulent Skies: Why Customers are Taking 
Longer to Make Buying Decisions…and What to Do About It” offers five 
compelling ways to reduce the perception of risk.

Now, here’s the third way:
  

Serve before you sell: Give the prospect something of value before they buy 
anything. By providing value, you will shift the way they perceive you and 
encourage reciprocal behavior.

http://www.bts.com/docs/white-papers/mostly--sunny-lessons-for-salesforces-looking-to-stay-ahead.pdf?sfvrsn=2
http://www.bts.com/docs/white-papers/mostly--sunny-lessons-for-salesforces-looking-to-stay-ahead.pdf?sfvrsn=2
http://www.bts.com/docs/white-papers/mostly--sunny-lessons-for-salesforces-looking-to-stay-ahead.pdf?sfvrsn=2
http://www.bts.com/docs/white-papers/turbulent-skies-customer-buying-decisions.pdf?sfvrsn=4
http://www.bts.com/docs/white-papers/turbulent-skies-customer-buying-decisions.pdf?sfvrsn=4
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What It Looks Like to Serve 

Let’s look more closely at what it means to serve before you sell. First, let’s be clear 
on what serving is not. Serving is not about bringing doughnuts, key chains, thumb 
drives, or pens to your customer. It’s not about sponsoring a pizza lunch for their 
office. It’s not about offering gifts or presents. Gift giving is a perfectly legitimate 
thing, particularly when used to genuinely express thanks, or to show someone that 
you care about them. But serving is different from gift giving. 

Serving is about fulfilling a specific need or priority you’ve identified in your 
conversations with a customer or prospect. When you serve someone, it always 
involves doing something specific and custom for that individual. That is, it’s not 
something you do for a group of similar people. It’s not about adding people to  
mass emails lists or newsletters in hope that they might find something useful.  
It has to be for an individual, and it has to be in direct response to a need or priority  
of that individual.

Identifying the need or priority is part of the magic. As you conduct a prospecting 
conversation, you might hear any number of things with which you can help, even 
without the prospect buying anything. Here are a number of examples of customer 
cues that trigger ways to serve them:

• The customer confesses a major challenge that she doesn’t know how to 
address. You might serve her by providing an article or blog post that addresses 
the issue. 

• You discover that the customer is struggling with a particular element of his 
operations where your company has great expertise. You offer to connect him 
with your own internal experts. 
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• Your customer has a large multi-site organization where communications 
with headquarters are weak. Use your local account managers to help drive 
communication in both directions. 

• Your customer is preparing for a critical meeting with her executives and you 
offer to help prepare a slide for a presentation.

• The customer might disclose that he is looking to hire someone with a specific 
background, and you provide the name of a LinkedIn group that would be a 
great place to post the job listing.

• The customer may mention that he is spending his vacation fly-fishing in 
Montana, and you know an expert on fly-fishing in Montana. Or a great place to 
eat…or to fish.

You can serve a customer’s personal or professional needs or priorities. It doesn’t 
matter. What does matter is that it’s about them and what they are looking for—
not about you.

Social science research has shown that gifts are most likely to result in reciprocal 
behavior when the favors are unexpected and personalized. That’s why figuring 
out your customers’ needs and priorities is the first step. The second step is giving 
them something they wouldn’t have expected from a salesperson or don’t get from 
other salespeople who call on them.
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Why Serving Works 

Why does it work to serve your customers first before selling? And does it  
really lead to a sale? There are two powerful reasons why serving can be so  
useful in selling. 

     Sparking the Value Exchange

First, one of the hardest parts of prospecting is getting a new customer to 
engage in a value exchange with you. They might meet with you, and even listen 
to you, but will they take the next step into a business transaction? When you 
offer value first, instead of requiring them to agree to a purchase first, you 
make it easier to establish that business relationship. 

In a normal selling situation, the business relationship truly begins when the 
customer either signs a contract or agrees to an initial purchase. In those 
situations, the customer is the first one to put real value on the table. By serving 
the customer first, the salesperson is putting value on the table. That makes it 
easier for the customer to move to the next step.

Wait, though. You might say that throughout a sales process, the salesperson is 
offering all sorts of value: information about solutions, options and alternatives, 
reference cases, etc. But rarely are these differentiated. Every supplier offers 
some version of the same thing. The key in serving the customer first is to do 
it in a differentiated way. This typically comes down to the salesperson more 
than the selling company. Great salespeople are always finding ways to serve 
the particular needs of their individual prospects and customers. It’s part of 
what makes customers loyal to them. They do it in a way that is unique to them, 
because of their personal interests, connections, passion, and resources.
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Triggering Reciprocity

Second, people are naturally wired to be reciprocal. All human societies require 
reciprocal behavior. We are brought up to repay people for their kindness. This 
social web of indebtedness, where people share food and skills, is deeply rooted 
in evolution. In fact, we consider it antisocial to violate reciprocity rules and apply 
derisive labels to people who do, such as freeloader, moocher, parasite, ingrate, 
etc. People go to great lengths to avoid being considered ungrateful. Not 
responding to a favor produces both internal discomfort and external shame.

In Go Wild, Harvard Medical School professor John Ratey, MD and journalist 
Richard Manning explore the evolutionary basis of many of our behaviors, 
including reciprocity obligation. They describe the biochemistry of community 
and the role that the hormone oxytocin plays in our desire to be altruistic, which 
enables our society to function. For a moment, their research turns to the  
business world:

A corollary of the reciprocity obligation happens all the time during negotiations. 
There is a social obligation to make concessions to those who have made 
concessions to us. Used thoughtfully and strategically, this approach to concessions 
can kick-start a stalled negotiation.

“Research has also shown that oxytocin plays a key role in business transac-
tions, especially in establishing trust. This is not as squishy as it might sound. 
Economists will tell you that the workings of the marketplace depend on a 
foundation of trust, that the glue of our economic lives rests on our ability to 
trust one another well enough to do deals.”

“People engaged in business transactions produce a spurt of oxytocin. If one 
person gives another person ten dollars, the recipient’s oxytocin levels spike 
a bit. But here’s the kicker: if a computer gives that same person ten dollars, 
his levels of oxytocin do not increase.”
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Remember, though, that for reciprocity obligations to be triggered, the serving  
of the customer has to be noble and unconditional. You do not serve the 
customer because you are expecting them to buy something from you as a 
direct result. You serve them because you can, and it is the right thing to do. If 
you become manipulative with how you serve people, people will see through it, 
and it will not work.
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Account Expansion 

For simplicity, the examples above focus on prospecting. But do the same tactics 
work with existing customers? Yes. Finding people’s interests and needs and serving 
them by providing them with something unexpected and personalized always 
works.  But you have to do it early in your relationship. Once the buyer questions 
your value, it can be too late to change their mind.

With more and more of today’s buying processes turning into multiplayer games, 
we see salespeople forgetting to manage all the stakeholders. One way to 
address the multiple players now engaged in each buying decision is to identify 
their interests and needs and provide them with something unexpected and 
personalized.
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Conclusion: Listeners Wanted 

We live in a world today where almost every moment is filled with emails, tweets, 
news feed updates, mobile phone alerts, and text messages. We’re bombarded 
with updates, but most have limited value to us. We’re surprised and gratified, 
then, when something personalized and useful comes our way.
 
Perhaps the most important element of serving a customer is that it shows you 
have listened. You have listened to what is uniquely relevant to them. That act 
overcomes a tremendous hurdle with prospects and customers who report that 
salespeople typically do not listen. By establishing that you are a listener, you 
change the game and become a welcome partner to that prospect or customer.
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About BTS 

BTS is a global professional services firm headquartered in Stockholm, Sweden, 
with some 450 professionals in 32 offices located on six continents. We focus on 
the people side of strategy, working with leaders at all levels to help them make 
better decisions, convert those decisions to actions and deliver results. At our core, 
we believe people learn best by doing. For 30 years, we’ve been designing fun, 
powerful experiences™ that have profound and lasting impact on people and their 
careers. We inspire new ways of thinking, build critical capabilities and unleash 
business success. It’s strategy made personal.

We serve a wide range of strategy execution and talent development needs. Our 
services span the employee lifecycle from assessment centers for talent selection 
and development to strategy alignment and execution initiatives, and from 
business acumen, leadership and sales training programs to on-the-job business 
simulations and application tools. We partner with nearly 450 organizations, 
including over 30 of the world’s 100 largest global corporations. Our major clients 
are some of the most respected names in business: AT&T, Chevron, Coca-Cola, 
Ericsson, Google, GSK, HP, HSBC, Salesforce.com, Telstra, and Unilever.

BTS is a public company listed on the Nasdaq OMX Stockholm exchange and 
trades under the symbol BTS B.

For more information, please visit bts.com. 

North America +1 203 391 5224 
Europe +46 8 58 70 70 00  
Middle East & Africa +27 12 663 6909
Latin America +52 55 5281 6972 
Asia +65 6221 2870
Australasia +61 2 8243 0900
Japan +65 6221 2870
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