STRATEGIES

ECESSION BUSTERS

Century Autoline Inc. serves as a model for businesses in a slump

By Ellen James Martin

ife hasn't been easy
lately for the sales
force at Century Au-
toline Inc.
The company sells
lubricants used in
trucks, industrial machinery and
construction vehicles — including
earthmoving equipment. And with
the construction industry in the
doldrums, the market has sub-
stantially weakened — especlally
for the upper-end products sold by
Autoline.

“We're recesslon-sensitive,” ob-
serves Edward J. Peres, president
of the Baltimore-based company, a
wholly owned subsidiary of Centu-
ry Qils Group PLC, a British firm.

“Everybody is chasing a smaller
piece of the pie,” says Mr. Peres,
noting that as demand for com-
mercial lubricants has decreased,
competition has intensified.

Faced with these obstacles, the
temptation for Autoline salespeo-
ple could be to lie back and wait
out the slump. But Mr, Peres says
Autoline has done just the oppo-
site, attempting to turn the reces-
sion into a positive.

“We've gone on the offensive
and have just hired two new sales-
people. We're expanding — mak-
ing an investment in the future
rather than clipping our wings and
hiding.” he says.

Sales mavens such as Vincent
L. Zirpoli, president of Timonium-
based Mega Marketing Ine., say
Autoline is taking the right ap-
proach., Rather than retreating,
the company is making more calls
and focusing its sales presentation
more sharply in the face of reces-
sion-oriented resistance.

“Reduce your expectations and
that becomes a sell-fullilling
prophecy.” Mr. Zirpoli says. “In-
stead of reducing your expecta-
tions, yvou have to increase vour
level of activity to achieve them,”
he says. During a recession, the
smart salesperson uses the same
basic technigques but uses those
technigues in a more intense and
focused manner, he says.

Think of the recession as if it
were a steep incline on a highway,
Mr. Zirpoli recommends. When
you reach the incline, you have to
step harder on the accelerator to
keep up the same speed.

Sales specialists offer these
pointers:

O Focus on positive news about
the economy.

You don’t want to come off as a
Pollyanna, but there's nothing
wrong with passing on upbeat in-
formation, says Bob Bygate, Auto-
line's sales manager.

Mr. Bygate searches oul suc-
cessful construction developments
in his clients’ businesses, He then
draws attention to the projects
when he talks to others in the
field, who are naturally curious
about competitors and appreciate
the news during the current con-
struction industry doldrums.

“People are looking for positive
suppott. You've got to help them
leok over the horizon,” he says.

O Make more calls to achieve
the same rate of success.

“It's still a numbers game to a
certain extent,” Mr. Byvgate says. A
good salesperson is aware that a
recession will affect what is
known as his “closing ratio,” or the
number of attempts he makes vs,
the number of actual sales,

While it could take five calls to
achieve a sale in an average econ-
omy, or four in a booming econo-
my, the same salesperson bearing
the same product might have
make six or seven presentations to
achieve the same result in a weak
economy, points out Mr. Zirpoli of
Mega Marketing,

“You're going to have to he re-
jected more during a recession
than a good economy,” he says.
“But you have to convince yoursell
that every ‘no’ puts you closer to a
‘ves,' "

O Use records to increase your
sales efficiency.

Well-kept records of calls and
other sales activity should help
you stay focused on maintaining
sales revenue in spite of the reces-
sion, Mr, Zirpoli says.

Keeping good call records will
help you keep abreast of where
your time is being spent, Mr, Zir-
poli says. The idea is to become
less random In your activity and
more attentive to the follow-
through, which Is so important to
achieving your goals, Keeping good
records 1s important in all econo-
mies but becomes crucial in a re-
cession, he says.

O Make yourself more efficient
by clustering cold calls,

When they work in a favorable
economy, salespeople may become
careless in scheduling their time,
according to Mr, Bygate, who over-
sees a sales force of 26, But given
the fact that they must increase
their calls in a recession to keep
up their results, they can't afford
the luxury of careless scheduling,
he points out.

While it would be foolish to
postpone an important follow-up
meeting with a prospect to save a
few minutes, Mr. Bygate says
there’s no harm in clustering cold
calls to new prospects on a geo-
graphic basis. It might be Colum-
bia today, for instance, and Tow-
son tomorrow. “You have to con-
stantly look at your schedule and
see where you're spending your
time, Unless you're standing in
front of someone, you're not sell-
ing,” Mr. Bygale says.

O Don't sell features, sell bene-
fits.

In the old days of the hard sell,
the salesperson would go to great
lengths to tout a product’s fea-
tures. But contemporary selling,
also known as “consultative sell-
Ing” or "partnering,” focuses less
on the product’s features in the
abstract and more on the specific
needs of the customer. Focusing
on needs is especially important
during an economic downturn,
when customers tend to think
mare about a product’s price than
its lomg-term value.

“You have to relate a product’s
capability to a business need,”
says Dennis Chapman, president
of a sales consulting group based
in Ellicott City. To learn more
about a company's needs, sales-
people are tutored in the art of
drawing out a prospect through

questioning — listening intently
while the prospect explains his
priorities.

Autoline, for instance, often
finds out through this process that
its customers are interested in
keeping their equipment for an ex-
tended period of time — an objec-
tive especially important during a
recession when most can ill-afford
lo make capital investments, Mr.
Bygate says. Autoline, therefore,
emphasizes that its lubricants in-
crease the life of its customers’ ve-
hicles.

Mr. Bygate observes, “It's more
important than ever to emphasize
value rather than price.”

REPRINTED FROM BALTIMORE BUSINESS WEEKLY




