Building a Winning SaaS Sales Strategy

Hint:  Focus on the customer experience
by John Hiatt, Editor of SaaS Business-to-Business Advisory
The seemingly endless changes that take place in the SaaS industry bring to mind the down-home saying: “The hurrier I go, the behinder I get.” But it’s fuzzy-sweater comforting to know that some things have stayed pretty much the same over the years. 

One of those unchanging, fundamental concepts is that the customer comes first. To verify this, we recently caught up with sales guru, coach and trainer Mike Bosworth, who literally wrote the book on customer centric selling (a best seller in 2003). 
Boswell got his start at Xerox in the remote timeshare days. The pricing model back then hinged on customer usage  — priced at two cents per transaction. Obviously, if the customer didn’t use the service, there was no revenue. “That meant the entire company, from the sales force to the customer service reps and field installers, were all focused on getting customers to successfully use the software in their businesses and make a profit with it.”
The parallels with today’s SaaS model are obvious. As Boswell puts it, “The whole idea of software as a service is forcing companies to be much more motivated to make sure their customers use the software, because it is so easy to get off the bus if they’re not happy.” 

Start with success metrics 

Boswell recommends that SaaS vendors start promoting success metrics on day one. “Identify business metrics from the customer’s world that should get better from using your software,” he says, “and establish those metrics in the beginning.”

For example, if you sell production control solutions, you might say to the customer, “We believe your inventory levels will go down, your service levels will go up, and your shortages will fall off.” Then take baseline measurements on inventory turns, shortages, past due backlog and any other production metrics that should improve — and build them into the deal. Follow that with quarterly reviews of those success metrics.

The success metrics approach does three good things immediately:

1.
The metrics serve as an early warning system. If customers are not getting the value they expect, you can go in there and fix the deal, to keep it in place.
2.
If the customers are getting high value, as demonstrated by improvement in the metrics, you can sell them more stuff, because they’re happy with the “success story” you’ve delivered so far.

3.
You can use that successful experience to sell other customers and build momentum in the marketplace.

But the payoffs don’t end there. Building success metrics into your offering in the beginning positions you as both a solution provider and a partner. It takes you out of the “vendor” role and demonstrates that you care about your customers’ success. Even better, collecting the baseline data gets you meeting with line management, accounting and finance, not just the IT department. 

The right salespeople make all the difference
It’s imperative that you build a sales force focused on helping customers succeed not on closing yet another big deal. To illustrate that point, Bosworth recalls that seven out of 10 successful salespeople at Xerox were not hired into the sales area to begin with. They came up through the ranks from customer service (the way he did). “They got so good at helping customers use the software on the CSR side that as salespeople, they were very good at helping prospects visualize how to use it.”
He continues that thread: “My greatest success as a sales trainer over the years has been with salespeople who have engineering backgrounds. Most of those people would say the last job they want to take is in sales. That’s because the idea of being ‘sold to’ doesn’t appeal to very many people. So there is a stench associated with selling.”
Change the paradigm

Boswell recommends SaaS providers reframe the sales concept, from the C-suite on down to the people who work the phones. As he puts it, “The traditional sales paradigm is ‘convince, persuade, overcome resistance — and get buyers to do what you want by the end of the quarter so you can book the numbers.’”

To succeed in the SaaS world, though, you need to change the paradigm. Reframe the dialog: Help your potential customers understand how they can achieve a goal or solve a problem in their business, if they  buy your product or service.
Boswell adds, “Once you reframe from the convince/persuade model to the achieve a goal/solve a problem approach, your engineers are all over it, because they live to help people solve problems. And they can do that with a vengeance.” 

First, seek to understand
Whether you rely on your own direct sales force or sell through channel partners, the first requirement is that the seller understands the buyer’s environment, Boswell says. “If you are selling to CFOs, for example, your salespeople should take accounting or finance courses so as to speak the language of the CFO.” 
The old idea of a salesperson being a generalist and bringing in the techies later is no longer viable, Boswell says. “The cost of sales is just too high, and more and more sales are done over the phone now.” A lot of salespeople don’t even go out into the field anymore, they just work the phones, Boswell says. 

“Many companies find that selling over the phone is easier and more effective than selling face to face,” he says. It’s simpler to establish a problem-solving dialog for one thing, because your salespeople can have “cue cards” that prompt them to ask open-ended questions. “We train people to use what we call question templates, with three or four bullet-points a salesperson can speak from during a phone dialog. Scripts are deadly, because they cripple a dialog.” 

Working with alliance partners

Whether you are working with alliance partners, VARs or a direct sales force, you still have to empower them to help customers achieve a goal or solve a problem they face, Boswell says. 

But here’s a caveat. Your channel partner may represent other organizations as well, so recognize that and allow for it. As Boswell puts it, “Salespeople are just-in-time, opportunity-specific learners.” That means you must do everything you can to make it easier for them to sell your offer compared to the others. 

“If you supply your channel partners with coaching, dialog prompters and collateral material that make your product or service easier to sell, you will gain control of a channel. It takes superior messaging and sales tools,” Boswell says.
Advice for start-up companies
The customer-first approach works for SaaS companies on both sides of the valley: established outfits that want to enter the SaaS space, and new ventures with a Web 2.0 angle. 

But Boswell sounds a warning bell for new businesses, based on his experience. “The big mistake most start ups make is that they build a better mousetrap, hire a PR firm, announce their product and take it to trade shows to get the word out — and when it takes off, they pat themselves on the back and think they’re good at sales.”

Trouble is, the buyers are innovators and early adopters. “Those first buyers are smart enough to see what the product will do, and jump on it because they’ve been waiting for something like that to come along,” Boswell explains. 
But if the company only takes orders from visionaries, when it runs out of visionaries, it’s screwed. Boswell says, “The company will hit the ‘chasm,’ which can take nine to 18 months to get through. The advice I give to start ups is to start messaging right away, so that once you run out of innovators and early adopters, an average salesperson can sell to the mainstream market.” According to Boswell, that’s the key to a long-term, successful business. 
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