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Why should a customer buy from you instead of your competition?  Would you have a good an-
swer to that question if asked by a prospect?  Just what is a good answer anyway? 
 
Unfortunately many reps don’t think this through in advance.  As a Regional Manager, I would 
ask this question pretty regularly before going on sales calls with resellers.  The answer often 
went something like “we have the best technical people in the industry and broad experience 
across a wide range of technologies.”  Guess what?  Virtually every reseller says they have the 
best technical people and lots of experience.   That statement isn’t going to sway any customer 
into doing business with you. 
 
In marketing a company, product or service, one of the most important jobs is to define the 
Unique Selling Proposition (USP).  Simply defined, a USP is how the company or product/
service is different from everything else out there that competes with it.  If you can’t clearly de-
fine your USP, then it will always be a coin toss as to who the customer is going to select, or 
even worse, will come down to a price war because the customer will see identical value being 
delivered. 
 

(Continued on page 2) 
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So… how can you define and use your USP to help you win business? 
  
STEP #1:  Find out what your company thinks.  We are all so focused on booking business 
that very often corporate marketing forgets to clearly define the USP of the company.  Your first 
step should be to check with management.  Why do they think customers should buy from your 
company?  We’re not going to stop with their answer, but ask the question explicitly.  You might 
find out about some interesting history or company positioning that you aren’t aware of. 
 
STEP #2:  Ask your customers why they bought from you.  At the end of the day, we can 
theorize all we want about what customers find valuable and what interests them, but nothing 
replaces direct information to help understand client perception.   Ask a close customer what it 
was about your company that he/she found important when deciding on a vendor.  Try and un-
derstand what value statements make the most impact.  For example, do customers really put 
price above all else, or are they more interested in track record, service, experience in their indus-
try, resources, expertise etc.   
 
STEP #3:  Define value that your organization can offer.  Pick apart your company and write 
down a list of everything that might be perceived as valuable.  Is your pricing competitive?  
What kind of geographic coverage do you have?  Any awards?  Are you an expert in a particular 
vertical industry?  Do you have specific experience with integrating certain products?  We’ll help 
you think about value later in this issue. 
 
STEP #4:  Look at the value statements of your competitors.  Do some research to find out 
why your competitors think customers should buy from them.  Examine their web site, ask ques-
tions of prospects, ask other industry contacts and ask vendors that work with them.  Try to find 
out how they present their USP to prospects. 
 
STEP #5:  Differentiate.  Don’t go after a “me too” approach unless you want to compete on 
price alone.  Try to identify strong value statements that you can make about your company, 
products or services that are different from 
those things your competitors are saying.  
Remember, the term is Unique Selling 
Proposition! 
 
STEP #6:  Focus on the customer.  Even 
though your marketing group or manage-
ment team may define a single USP or value 
proposition for your company, the truth is 
you probably have a myriad of value state-
ments to make.  The key is to pick those 
things that are important to the particular 
customer you are selling to.  In other words, 
you may end up with many USPs or value 
statements, each appropriate for a particular 
group of customers.  For example, even 
though your main value statement may re-
volve around being a “one stop shop” and 
being able to sell and integrate everything 
from the network through to desktops, disk storage and software, your reputation and experience 
in focusing on the legal marketplace may have a higher impact on a prospect in a law firm. 
 
STEP #7:  Avoid generalities.  General statements don’t make an impact.  Saying you have the 
best technical people in the industry is meaningless.  Listing certifications, awards, qualifications 
and customer references has impact.  If you’re going to make a value statement, have the data to 
back it up and provide specifics.  If you say you focus on the legal marketplace, tell them how 

(Continued from page 1) 
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many customers you have sold to, or how many resources you have focused in the market, or 
what specific policies or service options address that marketplace.   
 
STEP #8:  Leverage vendor relationships.   Lets face it, if you’re a small technology reseller, 
you probably can’t make sweeping value statements about your market share or industry leader-
ship.  But can you align with key vendors to make a stronger impact?  For instance, saying that 
your firm focuses on the legal marketplace may not make a huge impression if you aren’t well 
known and don’t have a large customer base.  But… going in with a rep from a major manufac-
turer together and jointly presenting that you, as a certified business partner, are focusing along 
with the manufacturer on the legal marketplace can imply much stronger value.  Major vendors 
also have significant resources and a reputation for thought leadership.  Even though your firm 
may not have anyone who influences the technical standards bodies (IEEE or ISO etc) or has a 
good finger on the pulse of the industry, perhaps your relationship with a key vendor can bring 
those resources to your customer?  Wouldn’t that represent value? 
 
STEP #9:  Look for personal alignment.  Is there some characteristic of your business that 
would appeal personally to your prospect?  For instance, is your company focused on a particular 
ethnic community because your people understand the culture and buying habits?  Does your 
organization believe in philanthropy and you’re selling to a non-profit or arts organization?  Are 
you minority owned and selling to another minority owned business?  Anything that demon-
strates alignment and understanding helps to make a customer feel comfortable and build trust. 
 
STEP #10:  Demonstrate impact.  When you present a value statement to a prospect, tell them 
what it is and tell them why it’s important.  For example, many leading vendors and resellers will 
present their financial standing and even discuss their stock price and assume that customers 
know why that should be considered in a buying decision.  Why do you think stock price is im-
portant?  Have you ever really thought about it?  The answer is that companies use stock to ac-
quire other companies – it’s a tool for acquisition and growth.  A higher stock price means the 
company can go after more acquisitions or larger acquisitions and that brings new products and 
expanded capabilities to the customer base.  I wonder how many times customers have thought 
the vendor was talking about stock price just to boast about their success? 
 
OK, so let’s talk about value statements and what customer’s find valuable.  Generally speaking, 
you can group value statements into one of the following categories: 
 

1. Products and Services.  How are your company’s offerings better than your competi-
tors? 

2. Go to market strategy.  How do you sell your products, what markets do you focus 
upon and what geographic coverage do you provide?  How are your products sup-
ported? 

3. Resources.  How many people are in the company, what kind of capabilities do they 
have, how much money and equipment are at your disposal etc? 

4. Partnerships and Relationships.  What expertise and value can you bring from other 
companies that work with you? 

5. Reputation / Experience.  What is your track record in the industry?  Do you have ex-
perience in particular vertical markets? 

6. Corporate alignment.    Does a relationship with your company offer any benefits to 
the customer?  Are you located physically close to the customer and thus offer conven-
ience and fast response times? 

7. Culture.  Does your corporate culture align well with that of the customer?  Organiza-
tions like to partner with other companies that have the same core beliefs and frame-
work.   

 
The following pages contain a list of value statements you can use to construct a USP. 

(Continued from page 2) 
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Products / Services Description 

One stop shop. Customers often like to concentrate purchasing power with a single vendor to leverage 
their influence.  Do you provide a wide range of technologies and services?  For exam-
ple, can you do cabling along with network design and installation? 

Loaner equipment. Can you help a customer undergoing a migration (move) by loaning equipment?  Can 
you offer a short term rental if there is a transient need?  Are you able to loan equip-
ment if something fails and is being repaired? 

Spares. Do you maintain spares to support contracted customers?  Can you offer guaranteed 
delivery time?  Do you provide more benefit over and above a manufacturer’s service 
program? 

On site response time. Can you provide guaranteed response time for service situations?  Can you improve 
upon the response time from the manufacturer? 

Training. Are you able to offer technical training directly or fund it through third parties?  Are 
your technical people willing to do informal classes? 

Documentation. Is the documentation you provide better quality than the average?  Does your docu-
mentation help with operational issues and fault location?  Can you show samples that 
demonstrate your commitment to quality and how it can help to manage risk? 

Technical support value-add. Do you maintain a knowledge base or have a support center that expands upon what is 
provided by a manufacturer?   

Financing. Do you offer creative financing to assist with purchasing?  Can you provide leasing?  
Are you able to bundle services in with a capital purchase so that capital dollars can be 
spent on staff augmentation, instead of requiring an operating budget? 

Simulation tools. Does your company use any simulation tools to assist with design and capacity plan-
ning? 

Accessories. Does your company stock miscellaneous parts and accessories that are often required 
during deployment (cabling etc)? 

Custom applications. Has your company created a value-add by creating new applications?  For instance, do 
you provide any custom IP Telephony add-on’s, XML applications or network man-
agement products? 

Testing. Can you offer any special services to help test applications with new equipment and 
software releases?  Perhaps you can offer technical resources to go onsite to assist with 
such testing?  Are you able to add any automated testing tools? 

Troubleshooting. Can you provide network analyzers, traffic generators or other troubleshooting equip-
ment when needed? 

Operational practices. Do you publish operational best practices?  Can you point to a learning curve that you 
can help circumvent?  Can you give examples of risk / consequences of not having this 
benefit? 
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Go-To-Market Strategy Description 

Pricing. Cost is always an important factor, but don’t forget that pricing can include bundled 
services so that actual equipment discounts are not known.  Be careful about how 
you choose to represent pricing and anticipate how you might be manipulated by 
the customer to try and compare hardware pricing alone, without regard to other 
value factors. 

Vertical Market Experience. Has your company focused on a particular vertical market and has knowledge of 
specific business and technical issues experienced by customers in that vertical?  Do 
you have more knowledge of the applications that are used by these customers?  Do 
you have a good set of references within this market? 

Geographic coverage. Do you have multiple locations?  Can you support all of your client’s offices?  Are 
you able to handle regional, national or global deployments?  Do you partner with 
other firms to provide this coverage? 

Product Availability. Most customers don’t order product far enough in advance for their projects.  Even 
though they have been evaluating and considering a purchase for a long period of 
time, they often leave the decision to the last minute and then need product in a few 
days time.  Vendors that stock equipment or can expedite delivery can offer tremen-
dous value over the competition. 

Customer service. This is a very general value statement, but one which has tremendous power if it 
can be demonstrated.  Exactly how is your customer service superior?  Do you have 
more people?  Do you provide 24x7 coverage?  Do you have guaranteed response 
time?   

Resources Description 

Technical expertise. Does your technical team have advanced certifications?  Do you have more certified 
people?  Do you have expertise in a particular area or application?  Has your com-
pany worked on a highly advanced or large scale project that can be referenced? 

Technical headcount. Do you have a large pool of technical resources to draw upon?  Can you make cus-
tomers comfortable that a resource with the right background will be available when 
needed? 

Lab equipment. What kind of testing facilities do you offer your customers?  Can you provide 
“proof of concept” or integration testing?  Can you loan equipment for a temporary 
lab at the client site? 

Manufacturer certifications. Have you met certain qualifications demanded by major manufacturers?  Do you 
have advanced certifications over and above your competitors? 

Integration. Has your company had experience integrating relevant products together?  For ex-
ample, do you know how to make a particular video conferencing system work with 
a network built around a specific vendor?  Integration experience can be one of the 
highest value propositions to a customer, saving them enormous amounts of time 
and effort in performing proof of concept or prototyping and testing applications. 

Equipment management  
expertise. 

Do you have extraordinary experience in managing the technology you are selling?  
Integrating new products into a company’s management infrastructure can be a 
huge challenge.  Have you created special tools or products to assist in this effort? 
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Partnerships / Relationships Description 

Partnerships / Ecosystem. What kind of relationships do you have with other firms that can benefit your cli-
ent?  Can you leverage manufacturers to get more resource for your customer?  Can 
you provide invitations for prestigious industry events?    Do you offer unique prod-
ucts or services because of these relationships? 

Vendor influence. Similar to partnerships, can you broker meetings with senior managers and industry 
experts from leading (large) manufacturers?  Are you able to influence manufactur-
ers to respond to problems?  Do you have a special relationship with a manufacturer 
that counts (for instance, their largest reseller or an R&D partnership)?   

Reputation / Experience Description 

References / reputation. Track record!  It’s perhaps the best indicator of future performance.  What do your 
other clients say about your firm? 

Experience with advanced  
technology. 

What do you use in-house?  Have you implemented leading edge technology in 
your own business (for instance, IP Telephony)?   

Awards. Has your company received any industry awards or other relevant recognition? 

Culture Description 

Technology posture. Do you get in front of new technology and ride the leading edge (suitable for early 
adopters)?  Do you only believe in tried and proven solutions?  Do you offer value 
in understanding what technologies are ready for deployment and what are vapor? 

Core Values Does your company focus on customer satisfaction?  Is it a culture of excellence 
driven down through the organization?  What can you show that demonstrates this 
culture (such as compensation plans or customer satisfaction surveys)? 
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Corporate Alignment Description 

Age of company. How many years has your company been in business?  Stability and longevity are of 
value to customers.   

Policies and guarantees. What is your return policy?  Do you accept or guarantee trade-in (technology migra-
tion)?  Do you offer a “lowest price” guarantee?  Policies can be a strong influence 
and cost nothing in the short term – appealing to the risk avoidance instinct. 

Cash reserves. Does your company have the financial resources to stay in business and weather 
unexpected problems?  Can you respond to an emergency need from your custom-
ers?  Will you be able to retain or add resources as necessary for your clients? 

Profitability. Similar to cash position, profitability points to a company with longevity and the 
ability to invest in new technology and resources.  Companies that are not profitable 
arouse concern over viability. 

Corporate organization. Is your company publicly listed?  Has it received venture funding?  Companies that 
are high profile and have access to capital are generally perceived to be more stable 
and likely to grow and improve the value they deliver in the future. 

Convenience. Are you located physically close to your client?  Do you map geographically with 
your client’s offices?  Do you have more convenient hours of operation or credit 
policies?  

Competitive information. Do you have information about how your client’s competitors are using technology 
or what the industry is doing?  Can you help with strategy?   

Community service. Does your company get involved in philanthropy or special projects that benefit the 
community or align with your prospect’s interests? 
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previous value statements still apply, but new up-to-date messages take the forefront.  The transition went something like 
this: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As you can see, the positioning used by the sales force keeps changing and the company stays relevant to the concerns 
faced by clients at any given point in time.  If Cisco had stayed still, competitors would have caught up and created a “me-
too” scenario which would have eroded Cisco’s competitive edge.   
 
Even though the above table represents the overall positioning of the company, Cisco has many value statements which can 
be leveraged depending upon the selling situation.  A few of them are: 
 
� Focus on customer satisfaction.  Cisco “walks the talk” by tying manager compensation to results of 3rd party customer 

satisfaction surveys. 
� One stop shop.  Cisco covers the complete range of networking technologies and offers a consistent set of advanced 

features and services.  Integration problems are minimized and clients can focus influence on a single vendor.  The re-
sult is an ability to deploy advanced applications more quickly—and that translates into competitive advantage. 

� Largest vendor in the industry.  Leading market share means a large pool of trained people in the industry, availability of 
training classes and third party add-on solutions, plenty of industry experience, compatibility, “safe” decisions etc. 

� Unparalleled financial success.  Excellence in management leads to large cash reserves.  This enables the company to 
invest in new products and technologies, stand behind any product problems or customer issues and weather any mar-
ket downswings. 

� Standards based products.  Equipment will be compatible with other vendors in the industry.  Market pressures will as-
sure reasonable pricing. 

� Technical leadership.  Wide participation on standards committees and technical innovation to drive new capabilities.   
� Investment protection.  Excellent track record in designing products to be expandable and in providing good financial 

(Continued from page 1) 
 

(Continued on page 9) 

Date Positioning Impact 

1991 Pinpoint Product Best of breed product superiority. 

1993 Product & Company The product isn’t the only thing that matters.  The vendors financial strength, 
culture and support strategy has a huge impact on client’s business success. 

1995 Strategic Vendor Global presence with leading market share.  Availability of training, skilled 
employees and third party tools. Recognition that technology is used to add 
competitive advantage and that networks are a key component. 

1996 End-End One stop shop for customers.  Lower overall cost of ownership and faster 
time-to-repair lets companies focus resources on applications for adding 
competitive advantage. 

1997 Data/voice/video Move towards a converged network to enable productivity applications and 
reduce costs.  Cisco is the only vendor with a complete strategy across the 
entire product line. 

1998 Internet Solutions Industry leadership in using technology for competitive advantage.  Charting 
the way in how to leverage the internet. 

2000 Business Partner Strategic leadership and “trusted advisor” status in helping clients to gain 
competitive advantage and plan important technology strategies.  Business 
value add, not just technology. 
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consideration for migration to new technologies. 
� Internet Business Solutions.  Leading the way in re-engineering business process to take advantage of technology and 

teaching clients how to make the same changes. 
� Eating the dog food.  Using new technology and innovations internally—taking an “early adopter” stance to gain experi-

ence and demonstrate commitment to new products and industry directions. 
� High touch sales force.  Direct touch of customers ranging in size from Fortune 50 to the smallest startups.   
� Channel fulfillment.  Go-to-market strategy with channel partners to provide unparalleled geographic coverage and ser-

vices availability. 
 
The list goes on… however, which of these value statements are highlighted in any given sales opportunity depends upon 
the particular customer.  The trick is to position to right value statements that matter to the customer and differentiate from 
the competition.  Keep in mind that the sales force adds their own value statements as well.  A group at Cisco that focuses 
on a particular vertical market will make strong statements about their experience, knowledge and support that the competi-
tors don’t offer.  The sales person has a quiver full of arrows (the value statements, different USPs and positioning) and it’s 
up to him or her to select the right ones for a given client and opportunity. 
 
Another good example is The Sales Group—the company that developed this training curriculum.  The training marketplace is 
highly competitive.  There are players ranging from the largest global companies with very expensive instructor led programs 
all the way through to books you can buy at your local bookstore.  How could we differentiate ourselves and gain market 
share?  Our unique selling proposition (USP) is that the curriculum is highly focused on the technology industry, it’s delivered 
in a way which involves sales management and provides ongoing learning without hurting productivity, it is developed by 
people who came from this industry and it’s filled with real-world examples.  If we just approached customers as another 
“me-too” training company, we might have a tough time competing because we may not have the size or tenure to offer the 
same value statement as some competitors.  Instead we focus on what we do best (and differently) and map that to busi-
ness impact for our clients. 
 
The point behind all of this is that you, the salesperson, need to fully understand your unique selling proposition.  You may 
also need to develop new USPs to compete more effectively or to address specific industries and verticals.  If you don’t un-
derstand how your competitors sell and how you are different, you won’t be able to influence the success ratio and will 
waste many good opportunities. 
 
As always, good luck and good selling. 
 

(Continued from page 8) 
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� Talk with your management team to understand the positioning of your company, the USPs 
and the value statements.   

� Meet with your peers to jointly create a list of all value statements that your company can 
make. 

� For your top 5 opportunities, identify your competitors and uncover their USP and value state-
ments.  How do they sell?   

� For these top 5 opportunities, find out what the client cares about.  Using the tools of Compas-
sionate Selling, try to understand the issues and problems facing your clients and determine 
what value statements you can put forth that have maximum impact. 

� Leverage this research by positioning the same USPs with other similar prospects.  Develop a 
unique identity and selling strategy to change the rules on the competition. 

� Influence your company to develop more differentiation in the marketplace.  Become the “eyes 
and ears” for your management team to help them understand industry trends, the competitive 
environment and customer perceptions.   

� Meet with key manufacturers and partners to understand their USP and value statements.  
Think about how you can leverage their identity to help differentiate your company and solu-
tions.  Explore opportunities to work together to provide a unique presence in the marketplace. 

Here’s what 
you should 

do now! 

The Path To Sales Effectiveness 
Want to watch your sales grow? 
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The Sales Group, LLC 

Organizations Explained.  How are most technology companies organized?  What are the po-
litical considerations as you broaden your contacts at a company?  Who should you be looking to 
for help in the sales process?  Where might your competition be lurking?  The more you know 
about how your prospects are organized, the better you can manage a sales campaign to win! 

CO M I N G I N TH E N E X T U N I T . . .  

Phone:  203-366-1500 
Fax:  203-330-9293 
Email:  info@sales-group.com 

STEP, Sales STEP, Management STEP are trademarks of The Sales Group, LLC.  All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners. 
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� Selling Value 
� Strategic vs. Territory Sales 
� The Activity Model 
� Researching Territory & Prospects 
� Compassionate Selling 
� Crafting A Unique Selling Proposition 
� Organizations Explained 
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� Multi-Level Selling 
� Planning Executive Calls 
� Finding Clues to Business Careabouts 
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� Using Financial Statements 
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� Competitive Strategies 
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OT H E R U N I T S  I N T H E CU RRI CU LU M 

We’re on the Web! 
http://www.sales-group.com 

V1.2 

The Sales Group, LLC was founded with one primary mission—to increase the profitability of technol-
ogy companies by improving the knowledge, skill set and management effectiveness of their sales team. 
 
Most companies are disappointed when training doesn’t lead to improved business results.  That’s because 
traditional leader-led training on its own doesn’t cause people to change their behavior.  While good training 
generates excitement, people revert to their comfort zone when they get back to the daily overload.  It’s 
impossible to absorb all of the material from a condensed training class, and instructors are often from out-
side the industry and don’t understand your daily world and account challenges.  Most importantly, sales 
management isn’t involved to make improvement a priority.  Sales effectiveness is not just about individual 
performers; it requires a holistic approach with sales management, process and culture. 
 
The Sales STEP™ program is a revolutionary approach to improving sales success—as an alternative to 
instructor led training or as an adjunct to your existing investments.  With 24 units in the curriculum, 
STEP™ provides a no-nonsense set of sales skills and disciplines that are laser focused at selling technol-
ogy to enterprise and commercial accounts, with real world examples taught by someone who “walked the 
walk” as one of the top performers in the industry.  Our Management STEP™ component helps sales man-
agers review and build on the material – and apply it  to real opportunities that generates real business!   
 
The curriculum was designed by Warren Belkin, the top Global Account Manager at Cisco Systems in 1998 
and a highly successful Cisco regional sales manager, with over $80M in annual bookings.  Cisco sets the 
bar when it comes to sales effectiveness – it is widely recognized as one of the top sales organizations in 
the world, ranked best sales force in 2000 by Sales and Marketing Management Magazine.  Our goal is to 
bring industry best practices in sales and sales management to technology companies to increase sales 
productivity– giving our clients a competitive advantage and making them top performers in the industry. 

The Path to Sales Effectiveness™ 


