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INTRODUCTION

Oh how the world has changed! In the twilight of the 20th century,
the gurus wailed and gnashed about the knowledge economy.
The massive power of that chip progenitor of the internet, the
communication revolution, the digital age, but at the dawn of the
21st century it all started to unravel. A trail of busted dot coms and
broken dreams. Digital giants with 90% of their value wiped out.
So much predicted, so little delivered. We should have seen it
coming. When I was a kid, I had a book called ‘The Boys Book of
the Future’, (or something like that). It was full of truly bonkers
stuff that we were supposed to be doing which seemed to involve
wearing loads of skin tight tin foil. In the bit ‘The Restaurant of the
Future’ we would proceed apparently in our tin foil suits (Dad,
strangely enough, although suitably tin foiled, would still have a
pipe, Brylcreem his hair and wear driving gloves) to a large hall,
where a wall of glass and stainless steel doors would allow us to
select one of a thousand dried meals. These would be taken on a
plastic plate to a metal table, where we could re-hydrate it at our
leisure. Wheeled robots would clear the plates as we put our coins
in the payment slots. What is a restaurant of the 21st century like?
It is called Tony’s Trattoria, there are checked tablecloths, candles,
and Tony, a large man with waxed moustache and tomato sauce
on his apron. Hand written menus, wine from a barrel, the smell
of warm garlic. Behind the scenes, Tony, real name Brian, buys his
apron pre-tomatoed, and puts everything in the microwave. In
other words, there is superior technology, but as it becomes cheap,
reliable and powerful, it also becomes discreet. Cars have very
powerful computers but you don’t have to mess with them or
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even see them. This is the mistake the ‘knowledge economy’
made. They believed we did not have to sell anymore. As long as
it was bigger, faster, cheaper, the customers would always buy,
but the misery of the 90% clubs has contradicted this simple com-
placency. We all have computers, but we certainly don’t do all our
shopping on them, as the dot com movement would have liked us
to believe. As humans, we like to be with humans. We need to be
told a story. We love to have pictures created in our own minds.
We truly enjoy being persuaded. The story creates a premium.
Organic food isn’t really about health, it is about a story. The
washed potatoe in the plastic bag tastes the same as the organic
one, but the story of the potato firm from the factory can’t compete
with the story of Lower Potatoington – the rural village where
rosy cheeked children pay on the green, stopping only to watch
the majestic beauty of the massive working horses, bringing in the
treasured potato harvest. Potatoes that, with every bite, return us
to an age of innocence free from worry. The problem is that no one
sells any more – we are never told the story, we rarely have the
delight of paying a little more for being helped to own a treasure
instead of a commodity.

This book is possibly aimed at business, negotiators, and
salespeople but everyone can benefit. If you have a talent, a
product, or an idea, success may have evaded you simply
because you failed to persuade.

RES I STANCE I S USELESS

2



THE GENTLE ART OF

PERSUASION

All textbooks, training programmes and seminars set out to bring
about change. To borrow a statement from the new psychology
called neurolinguistic programming, ‘If you do what you have
always done, you will get what you have always got. If you don’t
like what you are getting, then you must change what you are
doing.’ This, of course, is a lot easier to say than to do. Most
people are unhappy with some aspect of their life or business; but
change can be hard and the prospect frightening. At the moment,
you are probably thinking of how you and your company might
change to become more successful, and how this book might give
you some new ideas as the basis for your plans. I hope it will; but
think too of the change you are aiming to effect every time you or
one of your colleagues tries to sell something, to conduct a nego-
tiation, to implement a set of new working practices. All of these
activities, and many more in business and commerce, involve
changing someone’s mind; and it stands to reason that if you
were mentally nodding a moment ago when I said that change
can be hard and frightening, you might have a better chance of
success in any of these situations if you could make the change
you are aiming to achieve a little less hard and frightening for the
other party.

GETTING CATERPILLARS AIRBORNE

This is one of the key principles underlying the art of persuasion.
In my hippy days as an art college student in the sixties, I used to
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like the saying, ‘What the caterpillar calls death, we call a butter-
fly’ – but try telling a quivering little green grub about the bene-
fits of flitting about in the sunshine with glorious purple wings.
Or, as the cartoon of a flat-capped caterpillar watching a butter-
fly pass overhead has him saying to his mate, ‘You wouldn’t get
me up in one of those things.’ It is in its approach to getting the
reluctant caterpillar airborne that persuasion parts company
with some of the more fashionable techniques of selling and
negotiation.

Just as frightening as the prospect of bringing about change
yourself is that of bringing about unwanted change in someone
else. Remember the icebergs and my often-sunk Titanic? Here is
another example of the dangers of successful persuasion. My
wife came to me once saying that one of her friends was very
upset because her husband had been going to massage parlours
and generally behaving badly. Putting on what I believed to be
my truly caring hat, I took this guy out for a drink and told it to
him the way it was. I pulled no punches: I tore his behaviour to
bits and told him that he was being completely selfish and ignor-
ing the deep responsibilities he owed to his family. As I ranted on
I saw his previously irrepressible cockiness disappear to be
replaced by a look of chastened penitence. He thanked me for my
frankness and we parted.

About two weeks later, we met again and he grasped my
hand, thanking me fulsomely and almost tearfully for my help
and the way I had changed his life.

‘That’s what you did for me, Geoff,’ he said. ‘It’s no more Mr
Nice Guy for me! You were right: I can get what I want, no matter
who gets trodden on in the process. I was weak, you showed me,
but I’m not going to be like that any more. Look out, world: I’m
going to do the pushing around from now on!’

He left me with my jaw on my chest and the horrible real-
ization that he had heard from me quite literally just what he had
wanted to hear. He went on to greater excesses of awful behavi-
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our which, as in any decent Italian opera, led to his eventual
downfall – for which I felt somewhat responsible. Since then, I
have stopped quoting chapter and verse at people and offered
my ideas on a strictly take-it-or-leave-it basis.

So, advice can be something of a loose cannon, and persuad-
ing someone to change their view carries a heavy burden of
responsibility. Don’t be put off by this. The crucial thing is to gain,
and keep, control over the process. At the very beginning of this
book I said that persuasion, if used correctly, will always give you
the outcome you desire. In other words, it will enable you to control
the outcome – to predict what would normally be considered
unpredictable. That predictability is the very essence of success-
ful persuasion. Professional gamblers are successful because they
have learnt how to create predictable outcomes from a sport or
activity whose very nature seems to be its unpredictability.
Interactions with people should not be a gamble; but most people
do not plan an outcome, and the person who does is almost guar-
anteed success.

Paradoxically, perhaps, achieving this control does not
mean going all out for the hard-hitting, attacking approach.
Control is not the same thing as coercion. Persuasion is a power-
ful art, but a gentle one – I like to see it as almost cuddling your
opposite number into agreement. I worry about this label ‘busi-
ness guru’, especially when it is applied to me, because I see other
‘gurus’ and I really don’t see myself as one of them. Many of them
are highly respected (and even more highly paid). They tend to
be aggressive, strident people who use words like TOUGH, WIN
and GET. I watched one the other day performing on a theme
which had something to do with agreement. He was abrasive,
abusive and verbally violent. His audience loved it, and the
company who hired him told me that his technique really works.

My approach is so different that I felt one of us had to be
wrong, and I hoped it wasn’t me. However, as hard as I tried, I
couldn’t fault either of us. He got the results he promised; I get
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the results I promise. Then it came to me: it wasn’t the effective-
ness of the techniques that needed examination so much as their
repercussions after the initial objective had been achieved.

RAPE OR CELIBACY?

Take any training seminar, be it on sales, negotiation, team lead-
ership or customer care, and the main objectives seem clear and
uncontroversial. It is when these ideas are prefixed with a phrase
such as ‘Win At’ that I get worried. ‘Win At Sales’; ‘Win At
Negotiation’. It occurred to me that if the simple objective in any
of these cases was to take a group of inexperienced people and
show them how to ‘Win At’ whatever it was, then the best person
to teach you how to ‘Win At Sex’ would be a rapist.

‘That’s right, pin them down, hold the knife to the throat
with the right hand, while tearing the clothing with the left . . .’

He could show you the best dark alleys to lurk in and where
to find the most vulnerable victims.

Your objective was sex: the rapist shows you how to get it.
Your objective is agreement: the tough guru will show you how
to get it, how to make people buy without fear of protest or
contradiction. You can’t blame these advisers, guru or rapist: they
told you what you thought you wanted to know.

Now you have to consider just two things. The first is your
victim’s feeling towards you after the event. I remember one
huge, florid-faced loony who told me that he had whipped his
team of sales people into the most successful in the business.

‘Smashin’, my team, they find more and more new custom-
ers every day.’ Then he sighed. ‘Mind you, they have to, ’cause
people don’t do business with us twice.’

The second problem with this approach is that most nice,
gentle, normal people do not want to become rapists, even meta-
phorical ones. Indeed, I often hear plaintive cries from the cap-
tains of commerce to the effect that they know how to train their
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staff to be ‘successful’, but that the staff just don’t seem to want
to do what they are told. The fact is that most people would prefer
to remain commercially celibate rather than use techniques
which contradict their own moral code and sense of fair play. I
have often had to conduct what were in effect remedial seminars
to put right the feelings of a sales force who felt terrified by some
of the ‘proven’ methods they had been asked to use. These
methods are especially prevalent in the direct sales industry, a
sector with a huge drop-out rate – which just goes to show what
a lot of basically nice people there are out there.

Does it have to be rape or celibacy? People are often heard
to remark that they would rather starve than sell anything. Is that
the only choice? Perhaps there is another way, a way that gets you
where you want to be, but with a smile on your face and a sense
of both satisfaction at what you have achieved and anticipation
for the future; a way that will make your team feel that their job
is fun rather than keep them awake at nights. This is the way of
persuasion, where the objective is achieved by the combination
of a gentle attitude and a steely resolve. I referred to persuasion
earlier as a sort of verbal martial art, and the best way I can
describe it is to compare it to some of the most successful eastern
martial arts, which give the impression of kindly passivity but are
devastating in use – particularly in the face of aggression, because
they use and reflect the power of the aggressor.

THE MONK AND THE MUGGER

Imagine encountering a huge thug in the street. You bar his way,
stick out your chin and invite him to hit you. He of course joyfully
accepts your invitation and flattens you. As you peel yourself off
the pavement, you may then see him encounter a small Tibetan
monk, who gently steps aside to let him past. The thug is having
none of this and shoves and abuses the little monk. To the thug’s
surprise, the gentle, smiling man lies down in a puddle at his feet.
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He is astonished and bends over in puzzlement to examine the
recumbent holy man. A split second later, the death kick erupts
from the puddle, felling the aggressor like a broken tree.

Naturally, you will not want to break the neck of every
potential customer; the point is that effectiveness does not
depend on aggression on your part, yet makes use of aggression
directed at you. If you are not faced with aggression, no violence
will result. The problem is that if you are going to make this kind
of approach work, you will need to develop the humility to lie in
puddles. Most businesspeople would rather have their pedestals
smashed from underneath them than lie in a puddle – or, to put
it more plainly, would rather face ruin than step outside their
own protected and self-justifying position to consider the point
of view of the other party. Our monk achieved his end (safe
escape) by being prepared to understand the mind of his attacker.
Because he knew how the thug would react, he was able to
control the situation and to bring about his own predicted
outcome. Worth lying in a puddle for?

To look at this theme from another angle, let us turn briefly
from the martial arts to the black arts. I live in a large, old house
in the centre of a most respectable town. It backs on to an even
older and larger house which has been divided into rather smart
apartments. For a while, the garden of this house was a regular
meeting place for a group of devil worshippers, whom I saw from
time to time cloaked from head to toe in black robes and chant-
ing round a fire, complete with all the props: chickens, daggers,
etc. They were quite entertaining, if somewhat noisy. (On one
occasion I threw a window open and shouted: ‘Hey, keep the
noise down, I’ve got kids trying to sleep up here!’ The Grand
High Priest called back: ‘Sorreeee!’ and from then on they contin-
ued their sinister rituals in whispers. Only round here could you
get committed demonologists who are polite to the neighbours.)
What bothered me, though, was why they were going to all this
trouble? Why should anyone join a coven to practise black
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magic? I became obsessed with this mystery and at all my semi-
nars I would tell the story and ask if anyone knew what the point
was. A reply that kept coming up was that they were after power.
But what sort of power? What was magic, and what sort of power
did it give? Then I heard a famous personality who was being
interviewed about the occult define belief in magic as ‘belief that
you could influence future events through force of will’.

That was it! The power to change the future. If you had a
magic spell that would make you millions, when would you get
them? Yesterday? Now? Or shortly after you used the spell? In
other words, some time in the future? We spend a lot of time won-
dering what is going to happen to us, or to our businesses, and
thinking what we would like to happen (or not): and yet we
know, or think we know, that a lot of it is a matter of chance.
Anyone may become rich, erupt into boils, or lose the will to live;
what makes the prospect of magic exciting is the thought of
making any of these things happen exactly where, when and to
whom we choose. This is precisely what perfect persuasion – or
marketing, or selling, or negotiation – is all about: changing the
future through force of will. Magic spells seem to require compli-
cated rituals, precise ingredients and a great deal of faith if the
desired outcome is to be achieved; some of these things are also
necessary for successful persuasion. But think of the power!

First, of course, whether you are a magician, a company
chairman or a photocopier salesperson, you need a clear outcome
in view. If you don’t know what you want, how can you make it
happen? You then proceed to take the appropriate action to make
this outcome inevitable. We will go into this in more detail in the
ensuing chapters; but for now, those of you who are scoffing at
these parallels with superstitious practices and who live in the
bright light of today’s supposedly logical and rational commer-
cial practices might like to think for a minute of how things might
have been handled in the court of King Arthur a few centuries
back. You might find some striking similarities.
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FOLLOW THE INSTRUCTIONS

King Arthur headed an organization which I suppose you could
say was in the service sector. His stock-in-trade was administra-
tion and management services backed up by a workforce of
bloodthirsty warriors. This profitable day-to-day business had to
be protected from threats and trouble by a group of ancillary staff,
namely the soothsayers and oracles who saw the problems
coming and the witches and wizards who dealt with them.
Modern counterparts are not hard to find. The cost accountants,
finance directors and market research departments would do
nicely as soothsayers and oracles – after all, their function is the
same. When your accounts department and market intelligence
division get together to cast and interpret their rabbits’ entrails,
they should come up with information about the future. In a
similar way King Arthur would consult his oracle, who might
warn him of enemies in the dark wood. King Arthur, on the
advice of his soothsayer, could avoid the wood and you, on the
advice of your accountants, can avoid a collapsing kumquat
market. Market intelligence, whether financial- or marketing-
based, is there to tell you about the future.

It is when Arthur has recourse to the wizards that we see more
powerful forces at work. Perhaps the King tells Merlin the wizard
that his oracle has warned him of enemies in the dark wood.

‘So what do you want me to do?’ says Merlin.
‘Get rid of them,’ says the King.
‘Ok,’ says Merlin, ‘I’ll turn them into toads.’
And with a wave of the wand it is done.
Now your modern equivalent of Merlin is your sales and

marketing arm. You should be able to go to them with the future
threat, problem or desire that your soothsayers have identified
and expect them to be able to change the future. Accounts and
research departments may be able to predict the future, but only
your persuaders are able to change it.

RES I STANCE I S USELESS
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‘Collapse in the kumquat market? Then we will have to
create a new one by selling kumquats to untapped markets.’

Successful persuasion, like successful magic, changes the
future by force of will.

A word of warning is in order here. Like lots of kids, when
I was young I fancied my chances at casting the odd spell. One
night I came toddling home from the library with a book of
magic. All the spells seemed a bit complicated, but I picked one
of the simpler ones that was about becoming irresistible to the
opposite sex. Even this one had a rather tricky list of ingredients
– cobwebs spun at midnight, bats’ blood and purest gold. Not to
be put off by such details, I poked about and found things that I
thought were near enough – cotton wool, tomato sauce, and gold
foil sweet wrappers. Of course, the spell didn’t work, and this
made me feel relieved that I hadn’t gone to all the trouble of
getting the right ingredients as it would all have been a waste of
time.

The problem with this attitude came home to me years later,
when a client told me what a disaster his advertising campaign
had been. He said that he had wasted ten thousand on half-page
black-and-white ads in the press.

‘To think,’ he said, ‘Our marketing consultants wanted us to
spend ninety thousand on full page, full colour. At least I was
able to stop that and save eighty thousand.’

Apparently, during the Second World War, a fully laden
bomber had to have its engines on full boost and rewed nearly to
destruction, just to clear the hedge at the end of the runway. What
my client had just said was like taking that bomber at half throt-
tle and when you crashed into the trees saying: ‘That could have
been nasty, it’s a good job we weren’t going any faster!’ To bring
about the future outcome you want, you have to have commit-
ment: half measures or toes in the water won’t get you anywhere.

So: you’ve got your desired outcome in your sights, you’re
brimming with commitment and straining at the leash to use

11

THE GENTLE ART OF PERSUAS ION



your power over the future. Or are you? Are you perhaps feeling
slightly nervous about this idea of controlling other people in
order to get them to do something or, worse, buy something?
Before we get too far into the details of how this fascinating art of
persuasion might be exercised, we should take a look at what
selling is. And isn’t.

RES I STANCE I S USELESS
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SELLING TANKS TO 

GENGHIS KHAN

In the middle of any of my seminars I can strike terror into the
hearts of normal, happy people merely by raising the bogey of the
high-pressure salesman. This ghoul is responsible for so many
misconceptions about selling that I would like to exorcise it
before we go much further. It is the notion of the high-pressure
sale that fosters the pernicious and widespread refusal to believe
that anyone in a commercial organization outside the sales
department has anything to do with that rather grubby and
regrettable business of ‘selling’ – let alone that all their liveli-
hoods depend on a healthy order book. So strongly do I hold the
contrary view – that everyone in an organization not only can but
should sell – that I have devoted a whole chapter later in the book
to how this works. As we shall see, it goes way beyond saying
‘Have a nice day.’ After all, if you believe in the ideas, services or
products generated by your company, surely you will want to
contribute to the company’s growth and prosperity by selling
them?

For the moment, then, let’s put aside the kind of selling that
everyone should be doing and address the kind of selling from
which most people shrink. What, in fact, is a ‘high-pressure sale’?
I ask this question a lot during seminars and courses and get a
range of responses, from the textbook pomposity of ‘identifying
needs and satisfying those needs with goods or services’ to the
more down-to-earth definition of a high-pressure salesman as
someone who forces people to buy things they don’t need and
don’t want.

13
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You may remember that in the introduction I said that I
intended in this book to show you how to achieve your own
objectives and make your clients, customers and colleagues
happy in the process. This cheerful goal is clearly somewhat at
odds with the steamrollering image we have just conjured up. So
let us look at it more closely.

MAKING PEOPLE WANT THINGS

We should start by admitting honestly that people frequently
don’t want what you want for them. You may want to use the
skills outlined in this book to settle a labour dispute, or to con-
vince your employees that it would be nice to take a pay cut – an
idea that you will have to sell just as strongly as you would your
products. In the case of the pay cut, of course, you will most cer-
tainly be selling something that the intended recipients don’t
want, to the point that you may have to accept that a cut throat is
something you don’t want. The sad fact is that your whole future
depends on dealing with aspects of resistance. You may sell
Ferraris; the average spotty youth would not hesitate for a
moment before saying that he wanted one, but what he does not
want is to have to pay for it. Your persuasion must therefore be
directed towards the area of resistance: you don’t have to per-
suade anyone to do what they already want and intend to do.
Persuasion, as we have already noted, is all about change: it is the
art and science of changing attitudes and beliefs, and to use it
effectively you need to target it accurately at the aspects of resis-
tance or misunderstanding that are standing in the way of agree-
ment.

This targeting of your persuasive efforts is strongly related
to the need I have already emphasized to have a particular
desired outcome for each transaction. Most people do not enter
interpersonal transactions with such an aim; in other words, they
do not intend to sell or persuade. When I go around with repre-
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sentatives, I say to them: ‘Why did you visit this man?’ and they
say to me: ‘To see if he wanted anything.’ Well, if he had actively
wanted anything, surely he would have got in touch himself?
Perhaps he doesn’t know what he wants, or doesn’t know what
is available that he might want? We are all in the business of
making people want things. We must all intend to sell.

Lest this sounds horribly Machiavellian, let me tell you a
story that makes my point perfectly. I once saw a poor little
butcher struggling away in his modest shop. I guessed that a
small secondary unit like his probably gave a turnover of no more
than a few thousand, of which maybe just a third would be profit.
As dusk fell, I saw this sad but proud person take off his overalls
and pull down the shutters. My picture of stoical peasantry was
then somewhat shattered as he swept off home in a brand new
Jaguar.

In search of an explanation, I watched him at work. Imagine
yourself as sales assistant in a butcher’s shop. If someone came in
and asked for a pound of bacon, you would probably give
it them, smile and take the money. What have you just sold?
The answer, sadly, is: nothing. Admittedly, you did nothing to
obstruct the customer from buying, which is quite an advance on
most shop assistants, but you also did nothing to promote sales.
Now watch our butcher.

As a customer approached, his kindly ruddy old face would
crack across in a huge friendly beam, and in a broad country
accent he would greet her:

‘Morning me lover, what can I do for you today?’
‘Pound of bacon please, Mr Smithers.’
‘For his highness’s breakfast, Mrs Jones?’
‘Yes.’
‘’Cause I tell you why, I’ve just got in some of those lovely

spicy breakfast chipolatas. Had a few m’self this morning, they’re
delicious, cooks themselves they do. Pop a couple of pounds of
them in, m’dear?’
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‘Oh, go on then.’
‘Now,’ (wrapping up the sausages skilfully) ‘I’ve got a

chance of some free range chickens, would you like me to put one
aside for you for the weekend?’

Did Mrs Jones want sausages or chickens when she entered
the shop? Will she feel aggrieved and coerced when she leaves?
Would you call this a ‘high-pressure sale’? Or was the butcher
using his excellent persuasive skills to make his customer want
things that she would still feel she wanted when she had bought
them? Mr Smithers’ customers love him and he probably loves
them; but by intending to sell he more than doubles his turnover
for virtually no increase in overhead. Don’t we all wish we could
do that?

Mr Smithers, of course, would not be eating his own chipol-
atas for breakfast if he thought he was going to get food poison-
ing from them; in fact, he probably earmarks one of the nicest free
range chickens for his own Sunday lunch. In other words, he
believes in his products. Often when I am training salespeople in
what are popularly believed to be high-pressure techniques – for
example, cold calling on the telephone – one aspect of their reluc-
tance that comes up again and again is their criticism and claims
of unreliability against their own products. In other words, they
feel they are being asked to sell not only something the client
doesn’t need and doesn’t want, but something they don’t have
much faith in themselves. Given that ringing people up out of the
blue is inviting rejection, which we all hate, anyone who is asked
to do it will need a lot of support, both in terms of a friendly and
encouraging atmosphere and in terms of reliable product backup.

But suppose the product is a real gem: a unique item and
highly desirable to the customer, if only he could be brought to
recognize this? Would the sales team feel that the high-pressure
element they fear so much was reduced? I decided to conduct an
experiment. The product I chose was a modern battle tank – a
fully fuelled and armed weapon of terror. The next step was to
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find a list of potential customers. A good place to start, clearly,
would be bloodthirsty dictators. This list would include such
names as Napoleon, Hitler, Ivan the Terrible, Attila the Hun,
Genghis Khan. We pick Genghis Khan as our first target. (At this
point I should warn any historians among you that you will have
to suspend your disbelief for a bit.)

Where is our potential customer and what is his situation?
He is out somewhere on the Russian steppes, it’s pouring with
rain, and he has just had a very bruising run-in with the Mongols.
There he is, sitting on an upturned yak bucket, his chin in his
cupped hands, watching the rain plip, plip, plipping into his dis-
carded helmet. The phone rings. He snatches it up and yells:
‘Khan. What do you want?’ It’s you, and you want to sell him a
tank. Well, go on; what do you say? You know he would love to
have a tank, so go on, sell it to him; it should be like shooting fish
in a barrel.

Perhaps a script would help. Even better, a script delivered
in a high, robotically cheery voice: this seems to be de rigueur for
everyone who gets me out of bed on a Sunday morning to discuss
my desperate need for double glazing, and if it works for the
home improvement industry, who am I to criticize?

‘Hello, Mr Khan, my name is Tracey from Tanks
International, sorry to trouble yew when yow are so bizee, but
yew have been selected as the lucky bloodthirsty dictator to
receive a free demonstration of our new super tank. One of our
consultants will be in your area in the next couple of days, if I
could just trouble yew for a few minutes . . .’

I don’t see Genghis going for it somehow; but he should,
this is madness. We know that when he gets his hands on the
tank, he will go ape. All his dreams will come true. So where are
we going wrong?
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IF THEY’LL BUY IT, THEY CAN SELL IT

Perhaps Tracey from Tanks International has no belief in the thing
she is selling. She might even secretly think she is conning poor
old Genghis and be sneakily relieved when he tells her what she
can do with her tank. When you approach potential customers,
do you believe in your heart of hearts that you are offering them
the best possible option and that they could not do better any-
where else? I am not talking about that hoary old chestnut ‘posi-
tive thinking’, which often seems to be used as a kind of ploy to
make people work harder for less; I mean really believe in what
you’re doing. There’s a big difference. I was once working with a
company over some period of time, helping them to sell their
employees the idea of positive quality control for this whizzy
whirly thing they built. The staff gazed at me with sympathetic
but impervious amazement as I drivelled on about commitment
and team work. It wasn’t until I discovered that this whizzy
whirly thing was a bit of helicopter that I found the solution. I
took the team for a jolly day out culminating in a helicopter ride.

‘Doreen, you know that thing you make?’
‘Yes.’
‘Do you know what it does?’
‘No.’
I pointed to the whirly thing above our heads.
‘Well, we are 5,000 feet above the ground, and we are

hanging from it,’ I said.
Doreen could see that the thing to which she sometimes

gave a surreptitious whack with her hammer was now all that
stood between her and a sticky end. The word spread, and
quality control improved no end. Why? Because the product had
come to life. None of us can be convincing if we don’t believe.
Look seriously at your own offer, be it a pay award to the union,
a marriage proposal, or your product: are you overflowing with
confident enthusiasm? You ought to be. It really helps. If you
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aren’t, it might well be worth working on it until it improves to
the point where you buy it hook, line and sinker, and can offer it
with confidence. I am sure loads of you reading this believe that
your product or service is the cat’s pyjamas and that either the
customers are too thick to see it, your sales force are too lazy to
sell it, or the rest of your team can’t bring themselves to share
your enthusiasm enough to promote it. So take your team, and
sell it to them first. If they will buy it, they can sell it.

In a previous life I was in an arduous selling job that
involved a lot of phone work, which I hated and at which I was
outstandingly awful. The telephone frightens me to death, and
the activity of generating brand new business in particular makes
me break out into a cold sweat. Even now, if it ever becomes my
turn to promote our consultancy by phone – which it rarely does
because of my Machiavellian alchemy with rotas, dates and leap
years, not to mention the fact that I am the boss and set an
example by making everyone else do the dirty work – I have ter-
rible trouble embarking on the task. I set up the phone, a list of
potential clients, a pad and a pen. It’s nine o’clock: no point in
badgering people at the start of the business day, so I make a cup
of coffee. Gosh, it’s Wednesday: must toddle round to the news-
agent for Motorcycle News . . . half past ten already, better not inter-
rupt people’s breaks, have another coffee. Now, who to ring: have
a little wander through the list. Mr Savage, don’t like the sound
of that, Savage by name, savage by nature. I ring my mum just to
break the ice. Then I ring someone we already work for and who
I know loves us.

‘Hi, Mr Smith, Geoff Burch here.’
‘Oh, hello Geoff, what can we do for you?’
‘Just checking you are still happy with everything.’
‘Oh yes, Geoff, everything’s absolutely great.’
‘That’s good. Well, I’ll let you get on then.’
Good grief, it’s lunchtime already. I’m exhausted; I think

that’s – enough tele-sales for one day.
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