Will We Still Need Salespeople?

by Jim Cathcart

I shopped for my last car on the Internet.  I shopped for my last computer in a catalog.  I ordered a book from QVC on my television. I joined an organization because I got an e-mail message that hit my hot buttons.  In each of the above cases you might say there was no need for a sales person.  But I beg to differ.  


If I am buying something inexpensive or insignificant, I have no problem purchasing it from a vending machine, kiosk, e-mail, Internet, or through a telephone or catalog order.  But, if what I am buying costs a lot of money or is vitally important to my business or my personal life, I want the safety of dealing with a live, breathing sales person.  


Technology has come a long way to enhance our lives.  It has done a great deal to give us a sense of safety, convenience and ease of access.  But technology will never, repeat never, replace sales people.  A professional sales person is skilled not so much in presenting a product or service as in prescribing that product or service for the right applications.  When a person has a serious decision to make they need the guidance of a pro.  They need somebody who will help them determine their needs, help them recognize whether what they want is what they truly would enjoy after the purchase, and help them make the right decision in how to purchase it.  


For too long our society has seen sales people as “pitch men”, people who do a good job of describing and persuading but nothing more.  We will probably carry that image into the next few generations, but the reality is that sales people today are problem solvers on a much higher level than they were in the past.  Today people already know the details of your product.  They are sophisticated buyers.  They have done their research in many cases through Consumer Reports or other references available to them.  Instead of your having to be a catalog of information about your product, what you are today is a guide in helping the customer make the appropriate purchase.  Sometimes a customer wants something that he or she would not be happy with.  In that case it is our job to talk them out of what they had chosen and into what they would most benefit from.  In other cases the customer needs something desperately, but is unwilling to make the purchase. In instances like that it’s our job to create a compelling case for the customer to take action now.  We need to be their guide and their counselor as they make a difficult decision and commit to a larger expenditure than they had had in mind.  In still other cases, the client may know exactly what they want and be ready to buy it, but just needs someone to hold their hand as they go through the buying process.  


Last week I purchased a new computer. I knew generally what I needed and I knew enough about computers to know what questions to ask, but I wanted very much to have an expert who would tell me specifically what hardware configurations and software packages would best meet my needs.  Sometimes, as customers, we don’t know “what to wonder about”.  In other words, we don’t recognize what questions we should be asking, because we are not the experts on the products, but the salespeople are. The salespeople deal with these products and this technology day after day and they see thousands of examples of the proper and improper uses of their product or service.  We, as customers, may be informed about the product, but we are not necessarily “intelligent” about the product.  Intelligence, in this context, is the ability to make distinctions.  I can go into an automobile showroom and look at the different models and generally explain to you what the differences are.  However, only the salespeople who work there can specifically explain in great detail what difference those elements will make in my use and enjoyment of the automobile.  


It is easy for us to pick up on the popular media messages and become afraid that our roles will become unimportant in the future.  Certainly our society is shifting.  Things are changing.  The way people buy, the way people sell, the way people shop.  All of those are changing radically from month to month, but the fact remains that every person needs someone whom they can trust.  And they need an expert source in the subject area that they are exploring.  I believe businesses will change their systems and make their processes more and more customer friendly to the point that the unimportant purchases will be easily made by the customer without much involvement on the part of the salesperson or a customer service person.  But the major decisions will still depend on human contact and person to person discussion in order to make a good decision.  


As John Naisbitt pointed out so eloquently in his book Megatrends  years ago, the more our technology increases the more our desire for human contact increases.  If this were not the case, we would all be watching individual videos of the movies we want to see, instead of gathering in theaters in groups.  Theaters today are filled with hundreds of thousands of people, not because the movies are so great, but because the experience of watching a movie in a group is so much fun.  We are drawn toward human contact because we need it.  It is part of who we are and how we are structured as human beings.  There will never be a point where a salesperson will be a thing of the past.  Without salespeople, society will not advance.  


When you study it in a broader sense, you will find that society advances based on two things, 1) connections and 2) solutions.  The connections are the human contact.  The more connections we have with people, the more solutions we can access and the more solutions we can create.  Today our society is more highly connected, you might even say “hyper-connected”, than ever before in human history.  Information is no longer a source of power, communication is the source of power. Information is universally accessible today.  If you want to know it, there is a good chance that with very little research you can discover it.  So, it is not information that gives you your strength, it’s the ability to communicate that information quickly and efficiently to anyone who might benefit from it.  As my friend Dan Burrus, author of TechnoTrends says “we have left the information age and entered the communication age”.  


Solutions to all of our human problems are evolving more and more every day.  We have better tools, better processes, better answers, better methods for solving our problems and achieving our goals than ever before in the history of existence.  And the more we communicate (the better connected we are) the better solutions we are able to produce.  


If a person has a wonderful and satisfying connection with a company or sales representative they will be willing to tolerate a less than perfect solution when using that company’s products or services.  They justify this by saying, “the company is so easy to trust and so pleasant to do business with that I am willing to not have the latest, best product, as long as the product or service works for me.  On the other hand if the company has the best product or service in their market, people are willing to tolerate a less than perfect connection (relationship) in order to acquire the best possible solution.  So we are faced with a challenge on both sides of the equation.  The challenge also contains our opportunity.  If we continually refine our ability to connect with people and to become their expert guide, and at the same time we continue to improve and refine our products and services to be the best available solution at our price, then our success is assured. There is plenty of room for everybody in the marketplace.  What we need to do is find our niche and make sure that we continually remember that the thing that drives our business is the customer’s desire for what we offer.  Salespeople will not only never be obsolete, they will become more and more essential as society progresses.
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