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				            is an unnatu-
ral act. Think about it: when you 
were growing up, you probably 
heard these statements (you can 
finish them yourself):
•	 Don’t go where you’re…
•	 Don’t talk to…
•	 Don’t speak unless you’re…
	 So, what happens? You grow 
up and go into sales. You go where 
you’re not wanted, you’re talking 
to strangers, and you’re speaking 
without being spoken to.
	 How many of your friends in 
school said, “When I graduate, 
I’m going into sales!” Not many, 
I’ll bet. So, how do top producers 
become that way when they never 
intended to be in sales in the first 
place?
	 What are their characteristics? 
The answer depends on the type 
of salesperson. The answer would 
be different for someone in door-
to-door selling, making one-time 

sales, than it would for someone in 
a highly consultative selling situa-
tion where customer satisfaction 
and value-added expertise are im-
portant. How about when exper-
tise must be combined with trust, 
and success requires a long-term 
relationship with continued rev-

enue production? That’s different 
from a retail clerk who depends on 
relationships and product quality 
for repeat business with no built-
in residual.
	 A “top ten list” would likely 
look different depending upon 
which group of salespeople you’re 
talking about. Some common de-

nominators do exist, however.
	 We’ve all heard about persis-
tence and perseverance. In fact, 
they’re usually the first two traits 
people talk about. But what are the 
others? I’ll bet if you asked 10 top 
producers to tell you their Top Ten 
List, you’d see some differences.

	 I’ve had a successful career in 
sales; in fact, some years ago when 
I was in print advertising sales, 
I was regarded to be at the top of 
my industry. Here’s an admission, 
though: I’ve also had some sales 
experiences that didn’t turn out 
so well. You can call them “learn-
ing experiences” or just flat-out 
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failures, but there are some differ-
ences between the “wins” and the 
“losses.”  
	 For what it’s worth, here’s my 
own personal list of what it takes 
to be successful.

	  A belief in what 
they’re selling. You 
could call it passion just 
as easily – and much of 
that belief comes from 
your attitude about 
what you’re really doing. 

When I was selling advertising to 
small business owners, what I was 
really doing was helping them re-
alize their dream of building a 
business of their own and achieve 
financial security. It also helped 
that I truly admired and respected 
the people I was selling to; small 
business owners embody the spirit 
of America, which for generations 
has been about risk-taking, build-
ing something and creating jobs.
	 When I could turn a prospect 
into an ongoing client, I was cre-
ating an economy that didn’t exist 
before I walked through the door. 
Now, my client was going to be 
building his/her business, while 
back at my company, we were 
creating work for all the support 
people and vendors who supplied 
goods and services for the client!

	 This wasn’t always true for me 
in the financial services industry. 
I loved helping clients, but I hated 
selling the products! That was the 
primary reason for my moving 
from a commission-based model 
to a fee-based model. With prod-
uct sales out of the picture and in-
come being fee-generated, I could 
focus on the work and forget the 
product sales.
	 So, why was sales okay for me 
in advertising and not okay in fi-
nancial services?  Simple:  I could 
control the quality of what I was 
selling. While I didn’t have con-
trol over outcomes in either case, 
in advertising I could control the 
quality of the work being created. 
I couldn’t do that in financial ser-
vices’ product sales.  I could only 

control the quality of the planning 
process.
	
	 They see selling as 
fun. Selling should be 
fun. The reason you see 
so many sports analo-
gies is because they ring 
true! Selling is part art, but it’s defi-
nitely a skill. Professionals are of-
ten called upon to execute that skill 
under pressure. Seeing it as a fun 
challenge rather than something 
to be dreaded is critical. The “fun” 
element also ties into number 1, 
belief. It’s easy to have fun when 
you believe, and when you marry 
belief and fun, you get passion. By 
the way, salespeople are fun people 
to begin with – probably because 
they’re optimistic. When you go 

When I was selling advertising to small 
business owners, what I was really doing 
was helping them realize their dream 
of building a business of their own and 

achieve financial security.



JUNE 2010 | AGENCY SALES | 53

out the door every morning, make 
up your mind to have fun!

	 They have a de-
sire to learn. I began 
training salespeople 25 
years ago, and I’ve never 
met a “natural-born” 

top producer. Sure, there are peo-
ple with natural gifts in every field, 
including sales, but it takes more 
than personality and talent to get 
to the top of any profession. Tiger 
Woods, Jack Nicklaus and Chris 
Everett were born with talent, but 
they didn’t get to the top without 
good coaches and a lot of practice. 
Tiger Woods even changed coach-
es and his swing while he was per-
forming at the top of his game! The 
dedication of even the best player 
to go to a coach and say, “Watch 
me. Tell me what I’m doing and 
how I can improve,” is what sepa-
rates the best from the rest.

	 They understand 
the true hierarchy of 
selling. Top producers 
understand that pros-
pects aren’t stupid and 
can see right through the rep who’s 
focused on the transaction rather 
than the customer’s long-term 
success. This is especially true in 
the B2B world of solution-based, 
consultative selling. When the cus-
tomer’s interests truly come first, 
the salesperson understands she/
he is the customer’s representative 
to the company, not the other way 
around.

	 They ask a lot of 
questions and make 
few statements. This 
really leads into my 
next point, but all the top produc-
ers I’ve met understand that sell-
ing is teaching, and the Socratic 
method works. The more you ask, 
the more you learn. The more you 
learn, the more you know. Knowl-
edge is power.
	

	 They are good 
listeners. Just reread 
number 5. I will only add 
this: take notes as they’re 

talking. One thing I’ve learned is 
that things that get written down 
don’t somehow magically change 
later.
	
	     They’re honest.
They will change 
companies if the one 
they’re representing 
loses its reputation or 
the product line loses 
quality. (See the last line of num-
ber 4.)

	 Desire for ac-
complishment. Money 
may be the prime mo-
tivator in the beginning 
– the desire for financial 

gain and independence beyond 
what wages would pay – but once 
they become top producers, there’s 
more to it. Money becomes more 
of a “score-keeping” tool. What they 
really want is to accomplish things 
others around them never even try.

The dedication of even the best player to go to a coach 
and say, “Watch me. Tell me what I’m doing and how I can 

improve,” is what separates the best from the rest.
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	 They have a sales 
“business plan” and 
trust their process. If 
“comfort” is important 
to them, they find it in 

making a plan, then                        ex-
ecuting the plan on a daily, weekly 
and monthly basis. They know that 
when they follow their plan good 
things happen.
		     
	 Top produc-
ers don’t “pres-
ent.” Virtually all 
“presentations” 
have one thing 
in common. The prospect goes in 
with the attitude that after it’s done, 
she/he will go away to “think it 
over.” Top producers follow num-
bers 4, 5, and 6 to learn all they can, 
then – after taking pains to be sure 
all issues have been raised – begin 
an “application process.” Applying 
their solutions point-by-point to 
the specific issues that have been 
raised – and gaining commitment 
on each one – rather than doing a 
“laundry list” presentation, is their 
key to speaking the prospect’s lan-
guage.

	 Give them more 
than they thought 
they bought. For top 
producers, it means 
going the extra mile 

on service. For someone writing 
an article, it means adding an 11th 
characteristic to my Top Ten list.
	 Obviously, there could be oth-
ers added to the list: status, control, 
etc., and they’d be valid, but these 
are the ones I’ve noticed most of-
ten. How many do you have?




