





ued explains why clients love speed, because speed of response
communicates, “you are important to us.” Clients love lawyers
whoreturn their calls promptly, for example; it’s more impor-
tant than fee, technical competence—virtually everything.
It’s hard to detail what client’s love without going to some
length—we stress 12 keys and the book required almost 300
pages—and readers of interviews like brevity. So I should
stop here!

For decades, salespeople were trained to focus on
functions, features, and benefits. Then the emphasis seemed to
shift to interrogation skills (e.g. “SPIN selling”) to determine a
prospect’s situation, and, to identify her or his needs and inter-
ests. More recently, the focus seems to have been on “relation-
ship selling” or selling “solutions.” To what extent are these
approaches mutually exclusive?

BECKWITH: You should combine all three approaches. You
must know your product and service inside out. If prospec-
tive buyers sense that you do not, they become uncomfortable.
They need to know what they are getting for their money, after
all, and if you appear even slightly unsure—or communicate so
unclearly that they don’t feel confident you are sure—they’ll
move on. Uncomfortable prospects don’t buy. You must know
your prospects and, especially, their wants and desire. So you
need to ask questions, as “SPIN selling” suggests. And the third
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5%

of travelers are loyal to one airline

style, “relationship selling,” is as old as selling itself. We buy
from people we trust and like.

Sales nomenclature has also changed. First, “cus-
tomer satisfaction,” then “customer loyalty,” and most recently
what Ben McConnell and Jackie Huba characterize as “cus-
tomer evangelism.” Your own take on all this?

BECKWITH: Customer satisfaction isn’t enough. General Mo-
tors’ surveys showed a huge surge in customer satisfaction in the
1980’s, Meanwhile, their sales fell. Mere satisfaction, the term itself
suggests that. Once a human being is satisfied, his or her expecta-
tions increase. They now need more to feel satisfied. This is why
continuous quality improvement is necessary just to retain clients.

As to loyalty, that word is so often misused. For example, in
connection with frequent flyer programs. But not more than
5% of all travelers are loyal to any airline, and most are dissatis-
fied. Calling them loyalty programs is almost comical, don’t
you agree? Only a small percentage of companies have truly
loyal customers. I’ve enjoyed the pleasure of working with
the one with the most: Harley Davidson. The test of loyalty,
ultimately, is “How many customers have your brand name
tattooed on their biceps?” Our firm once ran an advertise-
ment focused on that. Above a two-page color spread, close-
up photo of a man’s bicep with a Harley tattoo, we ran the
headline, “When was the last time you felt this passionate



about anything?” That kind of passion is rare. You see it in
well-established and iconic products like the Fender Strato-
caster guitar, for example. BMW had it in the 1970’s. Apple
hasit, not least of all because they and their users believe that
Microsoft is the Evil Empire—really! But truly loyal customers
are, and may always be, rare.

There’s not much reason to aim to create “evangelists” until
you’ve mastered all the blocking and tackling needed just to satisfy
clients. Walgreen does that well, and performs well, too. Their
customers certainly aren’t evangelists, but they keep returning to
Walgreen because Walgreen blocks and tackles—it’s got the basics
down, even if it appears almost too basic to many people.

Now please shift your attention to your most re-
cently published book, You, Inc., that you co-authored with
your wife Christine. For whom did you write it?

BECKWITH: We had our oldest sons in mind because all four
were on the edge of the Real World—ages 18-20—and we wanted
them to know what we’d learned about winning friends, influ-
encing people, swimming with sharks, and what they weren’t
taughtat Harvard Business School. Butanyone whoneeds ajolt
will find some needed jolts in You, Inc. We certainly did.

This may seem an odd question. Aren’t many per-
sonnel decisions, such as hiring or promoting people, based on
how well someone has “sold” or “positioned” her or himself
rather than on performance and qualifications?

BECKWITH: Sure. People make bad hiring decisions, per-
haps most of the time. There’s reliable evidence that only one
in four hiring decisions works out as the employer planned.
Peter Drucker once saw the same numbers and suggested that
ifbusinesses did asbadly in everythingelse as they did in hiring,
none would survive.

Fifteen years ago we had a circle of acquaintances. Most of
those in the circle had risen quickly and seemed destined for big
offices. Today, not one of those people got there. They failed to
learn the lessons. Most had only one major flaw, but few people
addressed it with them. The key to success is optimizing your
strengths while neutralizing your weaknesses. Those people
accomplished step one only.

Let me address the question with two compelling stories.
It’s about the two men who once seemed destined to become
President of the United States. In the late 1950’s, if you found
yourself on the Yale University campus and asked passersby,
“Who here will one day be President of the United States?”
you consistently heard “Denny Hansen.” He was the golden
boy, smiling California athlete, gifted student. Life magazine
even wrote about him as his era’s iconic student. But the clos-
est Denny ever got to the Oval Office was an associate pro-
fessorship in public policy at a university near Washington
Avenue. Why did Denny fall so short? Among other mistakes,
he mispositioned himself. He chose to go to the State De-
partment, but focused on U.S.-South American/ Mexican
relations—”North-South issues,” as they are dismissively re-
ferred to in the Department. In Calvin Trillin’s excellent book
Remembering Denny, you can spot some of his other career
errors and “selling one’s self” mistakes.

Now flash forward 15 years, to Providence, Rhode Island, and the
campus of Brown University. Notlongafteryou arrive, youwill no-

tice graffitionastone wall. Itreads, “Magazineris God.” AtBrown
then, IraMagaziner held that exalted status—so much so that Time
magazine wrote about him, too, while he was still in college. He
reformed how students were taught at Brown. Ira Magaziner was
destined to become President. But the closest he got was heading
Hillary Clinton’s Health Task Force, abad career move. And while
his ideas may’ve been good, Magaziner angered most of Sweden
with his proposals for Swedish industrial growth, and not long af-
ter, proposed a compact for the state of Rhode Island that the state
votersrejected overwhelmingly. He’s had an interesting life. Butif
Ira had learned to sell his ideas as well as he conceived them, and
ifhe’d plotted his career path, he’d enjoy far more influence today.
Even future Presidents need “sell-
ing yourself” counsel—or maybe,
they especially need it!

When people
succeed, they
tend to assume
that everything
that they did
contributed to

You, Inc. offers a
wealth of practical suggestions
anchored in real-world situa-
tions. Much of the advice seems
to derive from lessons learned,
not from success but from fail-
ure. Is that accurate?

BECKWITH: Without ques-
tion, as the Denny and Ira
stories suggest. When people
succeed, they tend to assume
that everything that they did
contributed to that success, so
they continue to do precisely
what they did—good and bad.
Soon the bad undermines them.
Failure shakes us from our com-
placency and makes us examine
our strengths and weaknesses—
and our mistakes.
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Those who will
benefit most from this book will
probably be those who are pre-
paring for, or have only recently embarked on, a career. What
about their supervisors?

BECKWITH: We learn at every age. If you decide you've
learned it all, you are vulnerable. I once highlighted, as a sig-
nal trait of successful people, Humble Openness. Years later in
Good to Great, Jim Collins offered the same conclusion—in the
same words, I think. So supervisors can benefit from continuing
education, evenin lessons they’ve heard before. Sometimes, we
need to hear alesson at the moment we are ready to embrace it.
Supervisors can benefit from giving these lessons to their staffs.
Among other reasons, it’s much better than handing down a
dictate. Give them a book with their three key action areas
highlighted and a nice note. Watch if those people don’t start
working on their weakness (es), and soon show improvement.

One final question. Of all that you have learned
during your career, what has been the single most important
lesson you continue to apply?

BECKWITH: Life really is a gift! s
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