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By BRIAN SNADER and 
RANDY SCHWALKE*

IS your customer service aligned to 
support your sales effort — or is it 
sabotaging it? That’s a provocative 

question, but poor customer service can 
undo all the work that went into getting 
a new relationship or destroy a long-
term relationship.

Simply put: Your service professionals 
are often the primary day-to-day point of 
contact with your customers, and every 
interaction they have is an opportunity 
to cement — or potentially destroy — 
customer loyalty and satisfaction.

The fact is that your counter staff, 
warehouse personnel, drivers, credit de-
partment, tech support and others who 
interact with customers infl uence not 
just retention but future sales and rev-
enue opportunities as well.

However, most don’t view themselves 
as having anything even close to a 
“sales” role. If you ask them how they 
defi ne service, they would probably say 
it’s about understanding and responding 
to customer needs and problems. If you 
ask them to describe selling, however, 
they might say things like being pushy, 
manipulative and focused on getting 
product out the door. It’s not a good im-
age.

Even so, many leaders recognize the 
untapped sales opportunities that lie 
within reach of their support personnel, 
so they’ll put them through some sales 
training. All too often, though, the train-
ing ends up reinforcing this negative 
view of selling.

Ignoring the connection between sales 
and service isn’t the answer, but neither 
is sending customer service people to 
training that focuses strictly on selling 
techniques and skills with an underly-
ing message that sales is something you 
do “to” a customer instead of “for and 
with” them. You can’t bridge the gap be-
tween service and selling until you break 
through the mindset barriers that create 
resistance at each step of the way.

So, where do you begin? Three criti-
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cal fac- tors must be ad-
dressed to bring service and sell-
ing together:

1. Redefi ne selling (it’s not what they 
think it is). Your best customer service 
people are focused on making sure cus-
tomers’ needs are addressed in the most 
satisfying way. That’s the mindset they 
bring to their job role.

What they need to recognize is that 
selling is no different. It’s not the one-
sided, manipulative process they may 
have experienced (or been trained on) 
at some point in their career. Instead, it’s 
another way to understand and fi ll cus-
tomer needs. In fact, it can be a way to 
serve those needs even better.

Aligning the defi nitions of service and 
selling is the critical fi rst step to bridge 
the service/selling gap. Why not defi ne 
service as “a process of identifying and 
fi lling customers’ wants or needs and 
creating value for them”? How is this 
any different from the true defi nition for 
selling?

2. Understand that attitudes and be-
liefs make the difference. Sure, you may 
tell them that selling is an extension of 
good service, but do they believe it? You 
can’t just change the defi nition of selling 
and expect people to change their atti-
tudes and beliefs that are deep rooted 
due to a myriad of life experiences.

Think about the qualities and traits of 
your top performers: What do you see? 
Our research from around the world 

shows that close to 85% of the traits are 
attributed a person’s attitude, values 
and beliefs. Attitudes, values and beliefs 
matter, yet most traditional “sales train-
ing” focuses on skills and doesn’t ad-
dress these important factors.

This is not a question of “you either 
have a sales/service mindset, or you 
don’t.” You can change attitudes and be-
liefs, but it requires time, teaching peo-
ple skills that refl ect a positive defi nition 
of selling and providing managers with 
appropriate coaching resources.

This mindset can be reinforced 
through having a strong statement of 
your expectations about service and 
selling. One way to do this is by having 
a standard set of “needs-focused values” 
that both sales and service personnel 
are expected to apply and that comple-
ment what your best service profession-
als have been doing all along.

3. Train people with appropriate 
skills to practice needs-focused selling. 
We often say, “You can’t teach people to 
sell by teaching people to sell.” This is 
particularly true if the skills they are be-
ing asked to perform are not aligned with 
their values and beliefs.

If you want to teach people to sell, pro-
vide them with a process that supports 
the customer-focused values of your or-
ganization. Whether you’re talking about 
your sales team or your customer ser-
vice team, traditional sales training that 
focuses on scripted or aggressive selling 
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techniques isn’t going to fi t that require-
ment, and it isn’t going to create the be-
havior change you need for a long-term 
impact.

Lasting change
There’s no point in making the decision 
to bridge the gap between service and 
selling if you don’t also make plans to 
ensure that the change really sticks. Get-
ting sustainable results requires a well-
thought-out strategy at the outset.

Through our research, we’ve identifi ed 
fi ve best practices that are the critical 
components for getting lasting behavior 
change and improving long-term perfor-
mance:

1. Allocate the time and resources nec-
essary for a culture change. If you short-
change the process, your results will be 
short term, too.

2. Provide appropriate training. Choose 
a sales/service process that aligns with 
the values of your organization and al-
lows for incremental growth as your peo-
ple’s belief boundaries expand.

3. Develop managers who can model 
the behaviors, see the potential within 
their employees and coach to the pro-
cess. Don’t discount the pivotal role they 
play.

4. Get the right people on the bus. Hire 
for attitudes and beliefs as well as skills 
and experience.

5. Align internal processes and sys-

tems to support the application of new 
behaviors. Engage marketing, human 
resources, information technology and 
other departments along the way.

Many organizations list “integrity” 
among their core values. This develop-
ment process will assist your people in 
bridging the gap between what you say 
your company does (mission, vision and 
values) and the action your employees 
take to deliver on that promise.

Finally, keep in mind that culture 
change is a journey. Some journeys are 
short; others take more time. As you em-
bark on this journey, use the ideas sug-
gested, and maintain a steadfast focus 
on reaching your long-term goal to build 
a strong service/sales culture. ■


