Time and Territory Management:

An interview with Jeff Davidson

Q: What’s the best strategy for keeping pace in a fast moving industry?

A: For sales professionals, the best strategy is to practice what I call, “Managing the Beforehand.” You want to line up your “ducks” before heading out the door, getting into your car, getting on the phone, or making contact with prospects. You literally take care of all the things in advance that you can.  


If you travel by car, you would have all the supplies, maps, sales literature, sales forms, applications, anything related whatsoever to the close of a sale, in your car.  You would also have quarters and dimes for the machines that you encounter downtown. If your car is loaded up with all the nifty gadgets available these days in terms of finding streets, you would have all of that assembled and ready, so that when you got into the car you would be prepared to make contact with prospects. The most important thing is to have as much taken care of as possible so that you can be at your best and not be worrying about all these little things.

Q: How can one reduce the number of sales calls needed to close a sale?

A: Prepare before a visit! Most sales professionals don’t want to take the time to prepare, but if you will get to know an industry, a region, or a particular prospect to the highest degree that you can before you even make a call, then everything in your transaction, everything in your relationship with that particular prospect will go better.  If you’re prepared, you’ll have more time to favorably influence your customers. 


You can go on the Web and learn about an industry. You can quickly learn about a company, an issue, or a topic. You can also get competitor information and competitor literature on products and services. There is no excuse for not being prepared. Preparation time, however long, is going to be far more effective and have larger payoff than squandering your time in front of people when you are not sure what they are seeking, what they face, and, most importantly, how to best serve them. 


Tape yourself anytime you’re rehearsing dialogue or information that you’re going to present to a prospective client, and anytime you can actually tape a conversation, either over the phone or in a face-to-face meeting. Afterwards, listen carefully and see where you can prune much of what you are saying. In other words, if you can say in one sentence what you were taking 5 minutes to say, you are going to be far more effective in front of the prospect.

Q: What is another quick tip for influencing a client, even if you are not present?

A: If you don’t have all of your product and service literature available on your Web site so that people can respond and click on it at their leisure, then you’re missing out. If you don’t have a variety of specification sheets in PDF format, where somebody can examine and print your information, then you are also behind the times. Literally, you want to have prospects be able to get anything of yours that they need, except for the physical product itself, over the Internet.

Q: How can you influence prospects to buy on your first sales call?

A: It’s not foolproof, but to influence somebody on one call, you have to know one of his or her trusted friends to whom you can refer. For example, I call you and I say, “Dave, your good friend Bob said that you and I should get together. I have a revenue generating plan for companies in your industry and Bob thought that it was crucial that I get in touch with you.” Would you listen to me after I said that? Absolutely.  


Suppose that you don’t have a first-person referral. You can then use a trusted source. It works in almost the same way. If I know that you read a certain magazine faithfully (which I ought to know, because I have done some research) I can then use information to arouse your interest.


I would call you and say, “According to an article in this month’s issue of XYZ magazine, ABC has great impact on your industry because of DEF.” Once again, I have your attention. You are riveted. You will listen to me because I sound better than most callers!

Q: What are some examples of how to gather information on prospects?

A: Because there are so many options for gathering information, you’re never at a loss. If anything, most people today are privy to too much information, so they don’t know how to narrow it down to get it to the point where they’re calling on the best and the most lucrative prospects.


With your own contact management software and data base, there are many ways to slice and dice the potential market. If you drive to see the prospect, then you can key on the ZIP codes, area codes, street addresses, or SIC standard industrial code classifications.


A variety of software vendors, either over the Internet or on CD-ROM, have literally mapped all the businesses in a particular town, community, ZIP code, area code, country, multi-county area, and state. Gathering the data is not the issue: it is being intelligent in using it.  


You always want to determine who your best and most lucrative prospects are first, but not necessarily call on them first. Call on two or three prospects who are further down on the list. You want to “burn” your first two or three calls on prospects who are not so lucrative, in case you flub or make an error. By the time you call the most lucrative ones, you will be far more polished and ready to go. 

Q: What tools do you recommend for better time management?

A: People always ask when I speak to groups, “What do you use to organize yourself?”  “What kind of device do you use to stay focused and to stay on schedule? Is it electronic or is it hard copy?” I don’t necessarily advocate any particular tool.


I explain: Suppose that you use a hand-held or a laptop device. Suppose you use somebody’s planning software or somebody's physical bound journal or scheduler.  Any system that you use will let you down if you don’t keep it up to date. From that standpoint, it doesn’t matter what you use if you aren’t diligent in your use of it.  


For the person who is notably lagging behind everyone else: find the trail blazer, the person who leads the pack and learn how he/she manages the daily schedule. 


When it comes to incorporating technology, get help from someone who can look over your shoulder for a couple of days and answer the key questions to keep you from feeling frustrated. Someone who is around the corner or available by email or pager to answer a question can save hours of frustration. Whether you are looking at a help menu or an instruction manual, the answers don’t come easily when you’re a novice at something, particularly a new system for staying organized and managing your time.  When you can ask somebody and get an answer, you feel more confident about using the system.


Be aware that there has never been a system in the history of the world that automatically manages your schedule. Consider how sophisticated some of your co-workers may be in terms of the equipment that they use. Then, think about when somebody drops a pile on their desk. Is there a mechanical arm that scans it, reads it, and then automatically updates their schedule? Not this year.  

Q: Are there different ways that a rep can mold his or her presentation to meet the needs of different prospects?

A: After many years, veteran sales people hone or develop an understanding of human nature. My friend, Dr. Tony Alessandra has written a book called The Platinum Rule in which he describes four different behavioral characteristics of people in the population.  He says that essentially we are either directors, socializers, thinkers, or relaters. 


Tony says that the director, for example, wants to get right to the issue and will tell you “yea” or “nay” right on the spot. He doesn’t want to beat around the bush, doesn’t want to chitchat, and doesn’t want to dabble. A relater wants to know that you’re his or her friend and that you are in this together. He wants to know that you are there to help. So, you use different kind of language, a different kind of presentation.  


A socializer wants to have fun and wants to see the bells and whistles of whatever it is that you are offering. A thinker wants data, statistical analysis, logic. A thinker wants to see it on paper.  


Based on who you’re calling, you would proceed with a different speed, with different types of approaches and, ultimately, be far more successful, because you are not approaching prospects with a cookie-cutter formula.

Q: If we do manage our time better, will we ever catch up?

A: As a matter of fact, right now we are in an era where things are moving at a relatively slow and manageable pace. You will look back on today five years from now with fondness about this time. You will consider today to be a time of relative tranquility.  


As I tell my audiences, based on my many years of study, I know that the pace of life will accelerate, perhaps hyper-accelerate. Some say, “Technology will save us.  We will have personal schedulers and pocket managers. We will be able to tell what time the next bus is coming and what movie is playing down the street.” 


The problem is that the moment that new technology is developed and ready for the market, people’s expectations increase. When I worked with a typewriter years ago, I could only get so many letters out the door in a day. Now that I’ve changed to a PC with a printer, I can send out 5,000 letters in a day. At the same time, my boss may expect me to now turn out 500 or 5,000. So it is with customers and with every other aspect of our society.  


The moment the new-found capability is introduced, everyone’s expectation level rises to that new-found capability so that there is no “net saving.” There is no leisure time that is going to come spontaneously as a result of increasing technology. 


On the other hand, people are becoming more aware of the importance of stepping out of the media and information shower. They are more aware of going home on weekends without bringing work home and without flooding themselves with more that competes for their time and attention.  


Sales professionals, in particular, will fall into one of three camps as we proceed into the future. One camp will be those who maintain their present lifestyle. They have some leisure; they have some relaxation on the weekends. Their days are kind of hectic, but life is okay. They are making a good living. Maybe they are staying in shape or maybe their waist line is expanding. 


Another camp will be those who falter. They are overwhelmed in most aspects of their lives. Their cars, offices, and homes are cluttered. Their fitness levels and nutrition levels are shot. Their effectiveness in front of prospects might be diminishing. They feel as if they are not keeping up.  They see juniors coming into the industry who are more technically savvy. These people are facing a tremendous loss of confidence and don’t know where to turn.  


The third group includes those who understand that the pace of life is always likely to get faster. They understand that there will be increasing expectations and that customer loyalty is probably never going to be what was in previous eras, but they have the mental and emotional strength to stay focused on what is important. 


They have the mental and emotional strength to forsake peripheral issues.  They make a nice living; they create some leisure for themselves, what I call breathing space.
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