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Everybody Sells Services! At Least They Should
Five Reasons Why

By James Alexander (taken from his latest book, Seriously Selling Services)*

No matt er what stage of development your services organizati on is in, relying enti rely on the product 
sales force to drive services is not a good idea. Discover how to tap into your hidden sales force—what it 
takes to get your technical talent competent, confi dent, and committ ed to seriously selling services. 

There is no faster and easier way to grow profi table services revenue than by using your technical people 
to help sell your off erings. Nothing works bett er or quicker. 

Five Reasons Why Using Technical Talent to Sell Is Such a Good Thing

My research shows that a best practi ce of top services organizati ons within product companies is that 
their technical talent demonstrate appropriate selling skills. Let’s look a litt le deeper to see why this is so 
powerful.

1. There are lots of them. Depending on the type of services sold and the services strategy, services 
providers usually outnumber salespeople. Of course it varies, but oft en the rati o is 20 to 1 or more—
professional services consultants implementi ng projects, fi eld services engineers doing preventi ve 
maintenance, technical support engineers resolving problems. Just think of the power of increasing 
your services selling capabiliti es if you can tap into just a part of this potenti al.

2. They know the customer. Services providers are where the acti on is. Who bett er understands the 
issues and day-to-day realiti es of customers than the folks who implement, prevent, troubleshoot, 
fi x problems, and advise on new opportuniti es than a service technician who is in the building or on 
the phone every day and knows everyone from the faciliti es manager to the department head to the 
CIO? As they walk the plant fl oor or offi  ce hallways, eat in the lunchroom, and meet with technical 
staff , they become privy to a wealth of informati on specifi c to company issues, challenges, problems, 
and opportuniti es.

3. They have established trust with the customer. Trust is, of course, a main driver in decision mak-
ing, and your technical talent oft en have a high level of customer trust established from a history 
and track record of doing what they say they will do. When your technical people make suggesti ons, 
customers listen.

4. They are not a threat. Technical folks don’t have “sales” on their business card. The “BS warning 
signal” that automati cally goes off  inside customers’ heads when they come in contact with a sales-
person does not sound when dealing with a technical person. Customers are much more likely to 
share their reality and respond to recommendati ons from a technical person than they ever will to a 
salesperson. This is an important fact of life.
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5. Small investment—big return. Once your technical talent buys into the concept that when they in-
fl uence with integrity it is good for their customers, you are two-thirds of the way home. Because of 
the four points outlined above, all it takes is some building of existi ng skills and a road map on what 
to do, and they can quickly start positi vely infl uencing services sales. While it might take years to get 
product sellers eff ecti vely selling services, your technical people can be producti ve in just months.

The Four Steps in Getti  ng Your Technical Talent to Help Sell Services

Knowing how to positi vely leverage the trust built by your project managers, consultants, support ac-
count managers, and fi eld engineers makes it easy to sell services (and products) that add value both to 
your customers and your organizati on. 

Eff ecti vely done, you’ll see qualitati ve changes in 30 days and quanti tati ve results in three months. Here 
are the core steps to making it work:
 
Step One: Communicate That Professional Selling Is Not Evil

You’ve all probably heard this from your technical talent at one ti me or another: “If I’d have wanted to 
sell, I’d have gone into sales.” I’ve heard this ti me and ti me again in my workshops on helping techni-
cal talent become more like consultants or helping them understand the att ributes of trusted advisors. 
When this part of the workshop occurs, the body language of many of the technical people quickly 
changes—their arms cross, their bodies lean back in the chair, and their eyes roll.

When asked, “When you hear the word ‘selling,’ what thoughts come to mind?”, the answers are pre-
dictable: “slick,” “used-car salesman,” “sleazy,” and so on. This is truly a shame. Many of us let a few bad 
experiences early in life or stereotypes about salespeople (see the movie Tin Men for a great example of 
all that can be bad about selling) color our thoughts and atti  tudes toward what is one of the most chal-
lenging and important professions.

The truth is that your technical people are not acti ng professionally if they are not selling—that is, look-
ing for customer problems or opportuniti es that your organizati on can positi vely address. Selling is ser-
vicing; it is as simple as that. Once they understand that selling, properly done, is good for their custom-
ers, most of your technical talent will be open to this important change in their role.

Step Two: Lay Out Baseline Expectati ons for Everyone in the Services Organizati on Who Touches 
the Customer

Figure 1 outlines the six levels of selling expectati ons for your technical talent, ranging from very passive 
to very aggressive. Following each expectati on is an example communicati on from the technical person 
to the salesperson. I strongly suggest that you establish a minimum level of selling support for each of 
your services groups (project managers, account managers, consultants) and make this a central part of 
your expectati ons and their performance plan. It must be seen as a core part of the job, not a nice-to-do, 
but a must-do. For your people who really like selling, you may want to bump up their role a level or two.

As you review the expectati ons, determine where each of your technical groups are today and where 
they should be in a year or two.
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As a reference point, Figure 2 shows the level of selling expectati ons for technical talent from my re-
search. I’ve seen services executi ves ask more business development behaviors of their technical talent 
each year, but I was very surprised at the survey results. As you see in Figure 11, over 50% of expecta-
ti ons were very aggressive—at a level 5 or 6. This has some signifi cant implicati ons, as it is a fairly drasti c 
change for those who were hired to “fi x problems and make sure stuff  works.” 

Figure 1

The Six Business Development Expectati ons for Technical Talent

1. Focus on meeti ng services objecti ves and leave all business development tasks to sales: “Hi Carol. Just a quick 
update to let you know that the service call was successful.”

2. When the customer menti ons potenti al opportuniti es, communicate these opportuniti es to sales: “Hi Carol. I 
overheard Billie Owens, the operati ons manager at NewCo, complain to one of her people about how limited their 
valve repair process was. Thought you’d like to know.”

3. Acti vely look and listen for customer opportuniti es, then pass them on to sales: “Hi Carol. In my weekly debriefi ng 
with Billie Owens, I asked her what other technical problems they were having. The att ached document outlines 
what was shared related to their fi ve biggest problems. Go get ’em!”

4. Acti vely look and listen for customer opportuniti es, qualify the customer need, then pass it on to sales: “Hi Carol. 
In my weekly debriefi ng with Billie Owens, I asked her what other technical problems were giving her fi ts. She 
outlined fi ve issues that were her biggest challenges. I then proceeded to qualify those challenges and found that 
there were two issues she was serious about acti ng upon. Att ached are my qualifying checklists for these two 
needs and a few notes. Good luck!”

5. Acti vely look, listen, and research opportuniti es, qualify the need, and work with sales to develop proposals: 
“Hi Carol. In my weekly debriefi ng with Billie Owens, I asked her what other problems were giving her fi ts. She 
outlined fi ve issues that were her biggest challenges. I then proceeded to qualify those challenges and found that 
there were two issues she was serious about acti ng upon. Att ached are my qualifying checklists for these two 
needs and a few notes. What does your schedule look like for Tuesday? Maybe we can set aside 45 minutes to 
plan our approach and create a proposal for these two new potenti al projects.”

6.  Acti vely look, listen, and research customer opportuniti es, qualify the need, develop the proposal, and present 
it to the customer: “Hi Carol. Just wanted to keep you in the loop. I’m pleased to say that Billie Owens, operati ons 
manager at NewCo, has agreed to two more projects! Att ached you’ll fi nd the signed proposals and project plans. 
You’ll note that the fi rst one starts in two weeks. Let me know if you have any questi ons.”

Figure 2

Expectati ons of Services Technical Experts Regarding Business Development

Acti vely look, listen, and research 
opportuniti es, qualify the need, and 
work with sales to develop proposals.

Very Acti veVery Passive

Source: Alexander, James 
A. 2007. “Turning Technical 
Experts into Trusted Advisors.” 
St. James City, FL: Alexander 
Consulti ng.
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Step Three: Provide Incenti ves That Moti vate Your People

Recogniti on is always a strong moti vator. I suggest starti ng small. For example, as some of your people 
att empt to be more aggressive in selling appropriately, acknowledge them both publically and privately. 
Feature them in your internal newslett ers, buy them lunch—just show them you appreciate their eff orts. 
Their peers will quickly try and get involved as well. 

Step Four: Train Everyone on How to Build Relati onships and Sell Services

Find some services industry-specifi c, high-involvement training that will give your people not only the 
appropriate skills for selling competence, but also improve their selling confi dence. My experience shows 
that quality training will yield positi ve selling behaviors almost immediately.

Sure there are other considerati ons, but the above four steps are the main elements of getti  ng your 
technical talent up and running on selling services.

--------------------

Jim Alexander is founder of Alexander Consulti ng, a management consultancy that creates and imple-
ments professional services strategies for product companies. Contact him at 239-283-7400, 
alex@alexanderstrategists.com, or visit www.alexanderstrategists.com.

Want to learn more about getti  ng everybody to sell services? Interested in fi nding out the common bar-
riers to plan for and the three best practi ces to doing it right? Click here to att end our free upcoming 
Everybody Sells Services Webinar on February 25, 2010.

*Seriously Selling Services off ers research-based, fi eld-proven core and best practi ces, lessons learned, 
and benchmarks for successfully selling services. Alexander, a world-renown researcher, speaker, consul-
tant, and best-selling author on the subject of services, brings to light the misconcepti ons that can stop 
serious initi ati ves before they get started and off ers fresh insights on how to succeed in this lucrati ve and 
worthwhile endeavor. Regardless of the industry you’re in, it’s ti me to seriously sell services!

http://www.seriouslysellingservices.com/
http://www.alexanderstrategists.com/webinars-sss-everybody.html
http://www.alexanderstrategists.com/index.html

