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2.4: The Pre-Approach

The Pre-approach: The Power of Preparation

Explain how to research a qualified prospect and list resources to conduct prospect research.

Spring break is just around the corner. You and your friends definitely want to go away somewhere great. You decide on Cancún,
Mexico, as a destination. Since you want to get the best plane fare and hotel rate, you will have to book early. That means planning,
coordinating, and even doing some research on the area. You want everything to be perfect—after all, this is spring break.

Just as preparation made your spring break trip come together perfectly, preparation also makes a sales call successful. By now
you’ve identified and qualified your prospects, you’ve come up with an action plan, and you’re probably eager to get down to
business. However, you can’t just call your prospect or show up at his door without doing your homework first. How big is his
business? What are his business goals? What is his company culture? Is he already doing business with any of your competitors? In
what ways do your products or services present a solution he could use? The pre-approach, or the process of finding out the
answers to these questions, is critical. Neil Rakham, The SPIN Selling Fieldbook (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1996), 39. SPIN
selling continues to be a popular sales approach today, as doing your research and coming prepared gets your prospect’s attention
and shows him that you care. It gives you the power to sell adaptively and puts you ahead of your competitors.

Keep in mind that when someone ultimately decides to do business with you, he is trusting you with one of the things that’s most
important to him—his money. Furthermore, he is trusting in you above all other people and companies to help him with his
challenges. Consider that your company is using personal selling because customers want additional information or customization
of the product or service in order to make a decision. People only buy from people they trust. Joe Hart, "3 Reasons Why Trust is the
Most Important Tool for Driving Profitable Sales", October, 29, 2020, https://www.dalecarnegie.com/blog/3-...fitable-sales/
(accessed may 22, 2024). You have to earn that trust every day. The first step starts here: how well are you prepared to earn his
respect and trust?

Gather Information
By the time you’re ready for the pre-approach, you’ve already done some initial research as part of the qualifying process. With the
pre-approach, you take your research to the next level; you find out as much as you possibly can about the company or individual
with whom you want to do business. As marketing and strategy expert Noel Capon says, a thorough understanding of your
prospect’s business processes and challenges gives you the crucial insights you’ll need to offer specific, workable solutions your
customers can use. Gathering this information demonstrates personal commitment and boosts your credibility with your
prospects.Noel Capon, Key Account Management and Planning (New York: The Free Press, 2001), 142.

Your research will pay off whether you’re preparing to contact a new prospect—a target account—or whether you’re working
with an existing customer. As previously discussed, some of your best prospects are the customers you already have. It’s
particularly important to identify your key accounts, your current customers who are—or have the potential to be—your most
significant sources of sales. Maybe you sell insurance, and you’ve contracted with a large restaurant chain to provide their
employee health and dental plan. This key account is one of the largest companies with whom you do business, so you make an
extra effort to stay informed about developments that affect this company. You’ve recently received a news alert that due to an
unstable economy the restaurant chain has decided to cut employee hours. As a result, many of the staff members are now working
part-time and no longer qualify for full health benefits. Based on this information, you call your contact at the company and offer to
provide a more flexible and less expensive partial employee benefits package for which their part-time workers could still qualify.
You tell her that this solution will serve her company’s need to cut costs and will allow them to retain employees who might
otherwise become dissatisfied and leave.

Whether you’re contacting new or existing customers, it’s important to have your specific call objectives in mind and to clearly
map out the information you’ve already gathered about the company so that you can refer to it during the call. You can keep this
information organized using a pre-call planning worksheet that lists the key company statistics you’ve identified as part of your
research and includes a checklist detailing the purpose of the call: the information you’d like to learn about the company, the
solutions or key facts you plan to communicate, and any other goals you hope to achieve. The worksheet doesn’t have to be
complex; it can be as straightforward as the sample in Figure . Your customer relationship management (CRM) or contact
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management system (CMS) may also provide a place for you to do your pre-call planning work. A sample pre-call planning
worksheet is shown in Figure .

Figure : Precall Planning Worksheet

Listing your goals in writing before you make a sales call gives you the power to measure the success of your call. Did you get the
information you needed? Did you communicate the information you listed in your checklist? If not, how can you adapt your
approach and set goals for your next sales call?

Going Deeper with the Fundamentals: What You’ll Want to Know

The first sales call (or calls) is often an extension of the qualifying process. Even if the company passes initial qualification, as you
learn more you might find out that they aren’t your ideal customers after all. You might discover that your contact at the company
is about to leave or change positions. Or you might realize that the company’s current situation isn’t one in which they’re willing or
able to buy. The following are some things you’ll want to know as you research the company during your pre-approach.
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About the Company
Demographics. Understanding the basics will help you ensure the company fits your ideal prospect profile and allow you to
tailor your solution to fit the company’s particular situation. What kind of business is it? How large is the business? How many
locations do they have? How many people work for them? Where is the home office located? How many years have they been
in business?
Company news. Tracking company news is another way to discover opportunities for sales. Has the company put out any
recent press releases? (You can generally find these on the company Web site in the investor relations, press release, or press
room section.) Has the company recently appeared in the news? (Setting up Google News Alerts at
http://www.google.com/alerts for your current and potential customers will keep you up-to-date on this.) Don’t just read the
news; creatively think about what the news is telling you about selling opportunities with a prospect. 
Financial performance. Keeping up-to-date on the company’s financial performance will help you determine whether your
prospect is currently able to buy, which might lead you to discover sales opportunities. All publicly held companies are required
to post their quarterly earnings on their websites. Generally there will be a link for “investors” or “investor relations” on the
company home page that will take you to financial data, including a recording of the company’s quarterly earnings conference
call. It’s a good idea to listen to these conference calls to learn important information about the company’s strategy and financial
performance.

About the Company’s Customers
Customer demographics. Are the company’s products used by businesses or individual consumers? If consumers, what age,
education, and income level? If businesses, what size and kind of businesses? Knowing the organization’s customer
demographics will help you tailor your solution to the company. For instance, if you’re selling clothing designs to Old Navy,
knowing that the company appeals to families and that it draws in value-conscious customers, you might send them samples
from your more basic and reasonably priced clothing line, rather than your top-of-the-line products or your trendiest designs.
Size of customer base. In B2B sales, it’s important to know whether your prospect serves many customers or primarily works
with a few large accounts. Microsoft, for example, sells its products to large corporations, but they also deal with individual
consumers. Some companies, on the other hand, work with a few large accounts, so their success is very dependent on the
success of their key customers. If your prospect is a sporting goods manufacturer that only sells its products to Dick’s Sporting
Goods, Dick’s Sporting Goods’ financial performance will affect the performance of your prospect’s business.
What customers are saying about your prospect. You can learn a lot about a company by paying attention to its reputation
with customers. If the business has a lousy customer service record, they might not treat their vendors well either. This is why
it’s worthwhile to read customer reviews as part of your qualifying process. For instance, if you do business with airline
companies, you might prefer to fly with Southwest (whose customer reviews say things like “This is an airline I’ll use again and
again!”) than United Airlines (where one reviewer writes, “United Airlines hands down has the worst customer service of any
company I have ever dealt with”). For large companies, doing a Google search will often bring up customer reviews on the
organization, or you can follow their social media accounts. For local companies, try searching your regional Better Business
Bureau (BBB) to see if any customer complaints have been filed against the company.

About the Current Buying Situation
Type of purchase. In Chapter 1, you learned the different types of buys—straight rebuy, modified rebuy, or strategic alliance.
Knowing that information is extremely valuable during your pre-approach research. Is the customer making a first-time
purchase of the product? (For instance, maybe you’re selling disaster recovery services to a company that has previously lived
with the risk of not having their data backed up.) Or will this purchase be a rebuy? Maybe the customer is an interior design
firm. The firm already buys paint from a certain supplier but is thinking of making a modified rebuy: purchasing a more
environmentally friendly line of paints, either from the same supplier or from someone else (hopefully you!). On the other hand,
maybe the design firm is already buying from you and is perfectly happy with the paints and with you as a supplier, so it
decides to make a straight rebuy of the same product. It’s also possible that your prospect is considering a strategic alliance with
your company in which your organizations would make an agreement to share resources. Knowing the type of purchase will
help you position your solution to best fit the situation.
Competitor/current provider. If your prospect is already buying from another company, you’ll want to know who your
competitor is. What do you know about this company and their products? Most important, what are your competitor’s strengths
and weaknesses? Consider the interior design firm that is about to make a rebuy. If you’ve done your research, you might be
able to tell the firm, “I know your current supplier offers a high-quality paint product in a wide range of color choices. Our
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company offers a wide range of color choices, too, and our product consistently gets high reviews. However, unlike your
current provider, we also have a line of soy-based paints, which are better for the environment and for your customers’ and
employees’ health than the regular latex variety. Using soy-based paints will increase your reputation as a progressive, socially
responsible business.” Knowing your prospect’s current supplier gives you the power to favorably position your product by
highlighting the things that set you apart from the competition.
Current pricing. If the information is available, find out what your prospect’s current supplier charges for their product or
service. This information will give you the edge to competitively position your solution. If you charge less than your
competitors, you can highlight your product as a cost-saving alternative. If your products cost more, you might consider
offering a discount or other benefit to provide a better solution. On the other hand, if your products are more expensive because
they’re of a higher quality, you should emphasize that fact. For example, soy-based paint is generally more expensive than latex
paint, but depending on your customer’s needs, the extra cost might be worth the benefits of a healthier, “greener” product.

About the Contact Person
Title and role in the company. This is basic and essential information to know. It will help you to personalize your
communications and will give you a better sense of your business situation. What role does this person have in the buying
decision? Are you dealing with an influencer in the organization? Does this contact person have the authority to make a buying
decision, or is this person a gatekeeper, a person with whom you must talk in order to get to the decision maker?
Professional background. How long has this person been at the company, and what positions has he held? What roles has he
had at other companies? This information will help you to adapt your communications and solutions to the individual. You can
find valuable information on professional social networks such as LinkedIn and Plaxo.com and use it as you prepare your
approach and presentation. For instance, you might find out that someone in your network knows the person you are planning to
approach and she can provide an entry for you. You might also learn that the person you plan on calling on was previously a
buyer at two other companies and usually likes to bring in his previous vendors. If that’s the case, you might adapt your
approach to include benefits that you have brought to other buyers who switched to your company.
Personal information. Everyone likes to do business with people they like. Learning what you can about your contact’s family,
hobbies, and interests demonstrates that you care about him as an individual and helps you build a relationship with your
customer. This is useful information to keep on hand for the opening of the sales call when you want to put your prospect at
ease and convince him of your goodwill. And it’s good information to use as follow-up or just to keep in touch. (“I know you
are a huge University of Florida fan so I thought you would enjoy this video of the team’s summer training camp.”)
Essential problem(s) your contact needs to solve. Knowing this information takes you right to the heart of the issue. Maybe
your prospect is the marketing manager at the company and has recently been given the task of finding a new breakthrough idea
for a promotional product to give away at a major upcoming industry trade show. Or maybe your prospect owns a grocery chain
and needs to increase her sales in the frozen food area with organic products. Learning the specific problems your contact faces
in his role at the company is the only way you can adapt your solution to meet his needs. The best way to identify your
prospect’s problem (or opportunity) is to do extensive research on the company.
Motivation for buying. If your contact is already buying from another supplier, what reasons might he have to start buying
from you instead? For instance, is he dissatisfied with the quality of his current provider’s service or the price of the product? If
he is satisfied, what value can you bring that provides a reason for him to consider changing suppliers? On the other hand, if
this is a first time purchase, what will drive his initial decision to buy?

About Your Existing Customers
Your current customers are your best prospects. While you might be excited about a new account, make sure you don’t spend so
much time and energy on new prospects that you neglect the ones with whom you’ve already established a relationship.

Opportunities to expand the relationship. There’s no better place to increase your sales than with your existing customers.
They know you and your product or service, you know them and their needs and challenges. So start by leveraging the
information you already know about your customer’s business. This is the best way to expand your relationship. For instance, if
you have sold fitness equipment to a regional chain of health clubs and you know that it is important for them to minimize
maintenance costs and down time, you could target the buyer as a prospect for the new line of weight machines with hydraulics.
You could also expand your research and determine how much money the club could save in a year based on the number of
machines and include that as part of your presentation. This is establishing your value proposition, what you have to offer that
your prospect or customer is willing to pay for.
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If your customer is using some of your services in combination with your competitor’s services, this is also a sales opportunity:
find out how satisfied your customer is with the competitor’s services and see if you can come up with a better solution.
(“You’re currently using our hydraulic weight machines, but I see that you’re buying your exercise machines from this other
company. Did you know that we offer treadmills, exercise bikes, and elliptical machines that come with free maintenance and
product replacement guarantees?”) If your customer has a contract with this competitor, finding out when the contract expires
will help you time your sales call effectively.

And what about your contracts with the customer? If you have a service-level agreement (SLA) with the customer, you can
leverage this opportunity to strengthen the customer relationship. SLAs define the terms of the service you will provide, and
they generally expire after a certain length of time (think about the contract you have with your cell phone provider). Establish
open lines of communication to make sure your customer is consistently satisfied with your service. You might discuss
expanded service options he can purchase, or you could offer a discount for renewing the contract early. Consider giving a short
survey to gauge your customer’s satisfaction level and find out whether there are additional services you might be able to offer
her.

You can also consider moving into other departments of the organization: use your CRM system to track the organizational
structure of the company and find the influencers in other departments. Of course, you can ask your current contacts at the
company for referrals of other prospective buyers within the company. Maybe you’re formatting documents for the research
branch of the company, but you know the company also has a communications department that puts out brochures, reports, and
newsletters. You can scan your CRM database (or look on the company’s website) for the names of managers in the
communications department and ask your contact in the research department if he could give you a good referral.

Opportunities for synergy. How can you partner with your customer in new ways that will benefit both companies? For
instance, maybe there’s an opportunity for a strategic alliance like the one between Pepsi and Frontier Airlines: Frontier buys
exclusively from Pepsi, while Pepsi helps promote Frontier. Or are there additional services or products you offer that, used in
combination with your customer’s current purchases, would create an even stronger solution? If you can demonstrate potential
synergy with an existing customer—that is, collaboration that produces greater results than individual products, services, or
parties could produce alone—you have an opportunity to expand your business with that customer.

Key Takeaways
The pre-approach is a critical step that helps you earn your customer’s trust and sell adaptively; this is true whether you are
meeting with a new customer—a target account—or an existing customer—one of your key accounts.
Before you make your sales call, you should know the objectives of the meeting. You should record these objectives, along with
basic company information, on a pre-call planning worksheet.
Pre-approach research includes information like company demographics, company news, and financial performance to help you
discover sales opportunities and go deeper in your qualifying process.
Research the company’s customers, the current buying situation, and your contact person at the company to help you tailor your
sales approach.
Finally, stay abreast of your competition and trends in your industry.al meeting with them?
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