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Introduction 
A fundamental shift is occurring in business. Customers are shrewder and more sophisticated than ever before. They 
can no longer be manipulated to fit a product that a company is selling. Today the product must fit the customer. 
 
The vision for the new world of business development will see entire companies focusing their resources on helping 
customers deliver on their agendas. Companies that revolutionize their approach to customer development will win, 
and individuals throughout those winning organizations will not only talk the mantra of customer-centricity but also 
live it. 
 
The Customer Challenge is a useful barometer to gauge where your company falls on the customer-centricity scale. 
Choose a sampling of individuals across your company, in various functions and at various levels, and ask them three 
questions:  

 Who are our top 10 customers? 

 How much business do we do with each of them? 

 What are their goals and priorities for the next 12 to 24 months, and how are we helping deliver against 
these? 

In a customer-centric sales organization - a championship selling culture - the answers to those questions come 
readily. In most organizations, however, such answers are not forthcoming. Up and down the organizational ladder, 
and across divisions, people are able to speak at length and in detail about what is going on inside their own company.
However, when asked about the situation on the outside - with customers - they falter. 
 
To help those people stake out a more customer-oriented path, create a cue card to be carried at all times, listing the 
answers to those questions. More important, what are their customers trying to achieve, and how are they helping the 
customers do it? This cue card can be a powerful guide, shaping thinking so selling is structured in a more strategic 
way. 

Outward Alignment 
Organizations that align themselves inward, rather than around the customer, tie the hands of their salespeople. 
Organizations that align themselves outward by investing in their salespeople will become more versed in how their 
product fits - or doesn't fit - the customer's specific needs. They will grow their bottom lines by paying attention to 
their top lines. 
 
In championship organizations, those in the sales organization are no longer handed a product or service to sell, told a 



few superficial things about it, furnished with an impressively thick instruction booklet, taken through a lavish 
marketing meeting and sent into the field with a word of encouragement and a reminder about the incentive gifts 
awarded to the top sellers at the end of the month. Rather, they're trained in championship principles, supported by 
other functions and, as a result, leave competitors who merely do transactional sales scratching their heads. The way 
to win in the current marketplace is to step into the customer's shoes and demonstrate a keen awareness of both its 
specific requirements and how to fulfill them. 

The Performance Pyramid 
Championship selling can be carried out through a Performance Pyramid consisting of four interdependent levels. From 
the base, they are:  

 Perspective  
 Playing Catch  
 Preparation  
 Process and Presenting  

In the top three levels of the Performance Pyramid - Playing Catch, Preparation and Process and Presenting - you find 
detailed, concrete systems, processes, tools and approaches for interacting effectively with customers, evaluating their
requirements and presenting specific plans to serve their needs. The foundation of the pyramid is the most abstract 
level and the most critical. At this level people confront their psychological framework and determine the changes they 
must make if they want to ascend subsequent levels.  

Perspective 
There are three prominent components of a championship perspective: attitude, emotional intelligence and belief 
systems. 
 
Attitudes are often described as divided into two parts: people are optimists or pessimists, kind or mean, selfish or 
altruistic, utterly confident or totally lacking in esteem. Our attitudes are, of course, more complex than that, and 
most of us slide back and forth within the gray areas between the extremes. 
 
Championship salespeople place themselves at one end of the attitude continuum and work consistently to minimize 
backsliding. The mental approach brought to an engagement can critically affect its outcome. Recent research by the 
Gallup organization found employee attitudes can be slotted into three categories:  

 The jaded, who are cynical and negative. 

 The jobbers, who go through life passively, seeing it as a necessity rather than an opportunity. 

 The jazzed, who enter a room energized, enthused and passionate about the opportunity before them.  

Championship salespeople are jazzed. 
 
To build positive attitudes, management should:  

 Cater to the emotions as well as the mind. Behavior change happens by speaking to people's feelings. 

 Celebrate quick wins. Short-term improvements, if acknowledged, can give an emotional lift. 

 Challenge comfort zones while providing support. 

The second element of a championship perspective is emotional intelligence. Championship salespeople apply 
emotional intelligence to themselves and their interactions with their customers. They recognize that different people 
have different dispositions, different motivations and different hot buttons. They try to adapt their styles to the styles 
of their customers. 
 
They have self-awareness, understanding their behavior and its consequences. They can self-manage themselves, 
regulating their behavior and feelings in confrontations or disharmony. They have social awareness, empathizing with 
others and appreciating viewpoints different from their own. They can also manage relationships with others. 
 
Finally, there's no stronger influence on our behavior than what we believe - about ourselves and the world. As we 
gather information and opinions from our experiences, we make decisions about who we are and what we can 



accomplish. We create a mental model for ourselves, informed by countless individual episodes and experiences. 
 
Championship salespeople have an internal locus of control. They see their achievements and failures as outcomes of 
their own actions. It's often hard to adopt this outlook, but an internal locus of control enables us to evolve continually 
and to progress. 
 
Championship organizations continually spur the belief systems of their salespeople and challenge them to build their 
knowledge and expertise. They get the most out of those salespeople by motivating them to increase their skills - not 
their sales, but their skills. These organizations also provide training programs. 

Playing Catch 
The traditional view of selling holds that great salespeople are experts at the "pitch." Like a baseball pitcher, they 
serve up one offering after another, with pauses in between, trying to throw as accurately as possible. But relentless 
pitching is a fundamentally unproductive way to move conversations forward or develop valuable customer insights. 
 
Catching - not pitching - is actually the essential principle of championship selling. It turns selling into a conversation, 
with the easy-going rhythm of a father and son playing pitch and catch. David House, a group president for American 
Express, recognizes this when he says the most critical skills a salesperson needs are "listening, asking questions and 
gathering information." In other words, catching. 
 
Catching is a vehicle for unearthing fresh insights and finding new points of alignment with the customer. When you 
pitch, you tell a customer what value your product or service can bring. When you catch, you interweave the product 
or service with the customer's goals or targets. More simply, pitching is telling while catching is learning. 
 
Here are four tests for evaluating how well you catch:  

 If your catching instincts are well entrenched, you'll find yourself preparing questions for the customer in 
advance of a meeting or call. The person inclined to catch will constantly wonder, what can I ask to get him 
to talk even more about the company's needs? 

 If you're effectively playing catch with your customer, you should be able to articulate, in the customer's 
language, its key strategies (including specific objectives for your individual contact), its goals and objectives 
for the upcoming year, its short- and long-term priorities, its overall value proposition, and how your product 
or service helps the customer deliver all this. 

 Any time you ask a question or take a turn to pitch, it should be to add substance. Ask yourself how often 
and for what purpose you typically interrupt during meetings with customers. If the purpose of those 
interventions is to re-articulate the customer's priorities, confirm its agenda, explore its goals or explain how 
your value proposition ties in, you're probably catching well and choosing opportune moments to pitch. 

 Think how often customers say to you, "That's a good question," or, "I never thought of it that way," or, "I 
never looked at it from that perspective." The more comments like that you get, the better you're catching. 

Preparation 
The process of playing catch is only a preliminary step in a broader process that creates tremendous value for the 
customer through the development of a strategic customer management plan. Here's a test to gauge your general 
level of customer understanding and preparation - whether you're already effectively developing strategic 
management plans or something like them:  

 What are your buyer's top five performance metrics this year? 

 What has changed from the previous year?  

 What are the performance metrics of your buyer's boss? 

 What are the three most important strategies your customer is focused against? 

 How do the people you call on integrate their performance metrics into the corporate strategy? 

 How do regional offices influence decisions made at head office? Who are the most influential players in the 



regional offices? When was the last time you spent constructive time with them? 

 Who are the key business influencers outside procurement? In what ways are they your allies? 

Developing a plan has 10 steps:  

1. Understand your company's qualitative priorities and quantitative goals. 

2. Articulate the customer's strategies, priorities, current situation and value proposition going forward. 

3. Find points of linkage between your goals and priorities and those of the customer. 

4. Define the agenda for success - boiling the general points of alignment to a few elements - and outline how 
you'll deliver mutual achievement over a defined period. 

5. Identify champions in your company and in the buyer's organization who can help push the sale along. 

6. Create a relationship map that identifies the specific customer touchpoints you must hit. 

7. Devise a call plan - the people you need to see, when to see them and what needs to be discussed. 

8. Confirm that the plan makes sense within your company's goals. 

9. Confirm that it fits the goals of your customer. 

10. Present the plan. 

Process and Presenting 
You've embraced a constructive mindset, harvested pivotal customer knowledge and applied that knowledge to a 
thorough strategic customer management plan. Now you and your championship sales organization stand poised to 
craft and deliver a specific plan of action to the customer. Atop the Performance Pyramid lies a seven-step process 
that lets you meet this goal.  

1. Define and align plans to address the customer's needs and your company's strategic needs. Know your 
destination. 

2. Engage the customer, determining the context for your presentation and ensuring you're on the same page 
with the customer for the presentation. 

3. Identify and confirm needs before you finalize the plan. 

4. Present the customer solution. Tell them your understanding of the situation; clarify and confirm that the 
understanding is accurate and current; and based on that confirmed understanding, outline a solution. 

5. Before the room clears from the presentation, confirm mutual commitments - what everyone will do from 
here. 

6. Immediately following the customer call, assess what happened and look for how you can improve in future. 
Also, assess what more you've learned about the customer's organization, and what new synergies between 
your company and the customer might have surfaced in the discussion. 

7. Execute the agreed plan. 

Conclusion 
Championship salespeople and their organizations share a firm understanding that sustainable growth and success in 
today's corporate world are driven by resolute customer-centricity. Those salespeople and companies devoted to the 
process of building customer value will not only triumph in the years ahead, they will determine the direction the rest 
of the market is destined to follow. Selling, in its highest form, can be a truly life-changing force rather than just a 
way to make a dollar. 
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