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The	Service	Provider	Sales	Dilemma:	Satisfying	the	Customer		
By Steven Shepard and Joe Candido 
 

It’s no secret that the Telecom industry—in fact, the increasingly converged Telecom, Media and IT 
(TMT) industry as a whole—is going through a period of wrenching, tectonic evolution, driven by 
customer expectations that are shifting in response to technological innovation, shifts in regulatory 
models, evolving competition, changing pricing models, and the morphing structure of the 
industry itself.  
 
The impacts are widely felt, but nowhere more strongly than in the domain of sales among service 
providers where the rate and range of change has been and continues to be profound, with one 
exception: sales teams are still operating in a pre-millennium world. This failure to evolve has put 
most service providers in a diminished position of “commodity vendor” in the eyes of their 
customers. There is little time to offer a new approach before relevance, effectiveness and long-
term growth suffer. 
 
Over the course of the last decade, we have worked closely with a variety of service providers and 
technology companies throughout the TMT space to provide consulting and training with a 
specific focus on transforming sales strategy and execution to respond to these changes head-on. 
This paper describes our observations and experiences, and concludes with a recommendation for 
change. Let’s start with a review of the the change agents. 

Change	Agent:	Technology		
• The evolution of the incumbent TDM network to an all-IP and MPLS construct, with the 

attendant sundowning of TDM by all hardware vendors. 
• The move from traditional voice, to IP voice, to VoLTE. 
• The move, thanks to demographics as much as anything else, to a virtually 100% mobile 

access model. 
• The decline of the Web site as the fundamental way that companies present a face to their 

customers, and the attendant rise of the mobile app to replace it, proving that the mobile is 
the ultimate point-of-presence or impulse buy device. 

• The virtualization of everything, including storage, computing, applications, and the 
central office itself. 

• The extraordinary impact of the Internet of Things, the rise of the algorithm market/code 
block market, and the importance of Big Data and Analytics. 

• The shifting sands of generational expectations, and the evolving and often unanticipated 
demands that these generational shifts have on the market. 

• The power of Social Media. 
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• The growing—and unstoppable—hunger for Broadband, in concert with the equally strong 
demand for mobility, which shifts the LTE economics. 

Change	Agent:	Regulatory	
• The growing demands placed on regulatory agencies in response to such realities as the 

move from Universal Service to Connect America, and the exigencies of Net Neutrality. 

Change	Agent:	Competition	
• Clearly, new entrants can change the competitive profile of an industry, and it certainly has 

in the telco domain. First it was the likes of Vonage and Skype; today we add cloud 
providers, content providers, hosting entities, etc. 

• A blurring of the competitive lines has been a reality in the industry for years, as cable 
companies, satellite providers, CLECs, BLECs and others have staked claims on lucrative 
customer markets. At the same time, there has been an attendant blurring of the product 
and service lines, as the definition of a ‘service provider’ has become increasingly murky, 
leading to confusion for customers and providers alike. 

Change	Agent:	Pricing	Models	
• Numerous considerations, including 

• All You Can Eat 
• Consumption-based 
• Death of the Subsidy 
• Ad-supported 

Change	Agent:	Industry	Structure	
• From an Operations-centric operating model to a model focused on the market. 
• The latest iteration of convergence. 
• From a focus on control to a focus on influence.  

Stalled	Response:	Current	Sales	Approach	
These changes indicate the need for a different approach to sales. What we see, across the board, is 
that telcos continue to sell the way they always have, a model that no longer serves. Yet today, 
most sales teams continue to operate as follows. 

• Reactive selling – quickly responding to customers, but with limited account, deal, or call 
planning. 

• Product centric positioning – selling features and functions with very little differentiation. 
• Operating from a short-term tactical approach that promotes: RFP responses, calling on the 

same IT contacts, and pushing CPE or similar low margin solutions.  
• Operating under the false belief that good relationships and consistent contact will result in 

significant, lucrative orders.  
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• Dominating the customer engagement with PowerPoint overload, rather than meaningful 
(and enlightening) customer dialogue. 

• Selling almost exclusively to the IT department/managers. 

Customer	Expectations	
Ultimately, everything a provider does should be driven by customer expectations. From our work 
with both service providers and their customers, we conclude that fundamentally, there are a few 
truths that sales professionals in the service provider domain must focus on.  

• Technology is an enabler—nothing more—that transforms the business. It is only strategic 
if it does that. 

• Increasingly—and inevitably—IT is no longer in control of its own destiny. More and more, 
the decision-makers for how IT budgets will be spent are line-of-business executives who 
want to take advantage of IT’s transformative capabilities. Yet most service provider sales 
people focus on IT as their primary contact in the customer organization, because they are 
either not aware of this shift, or they don’t know how to engage with a non-IT executive. 
Most of their contacts are mid-level IT managers, which means that they have mid-level 
decision-making authority, over mid-level budgets. 

• It’s no longer about the quality of the service that is delivered; what’s far more important 
today is the quality of the experience that the service makes possible. QoS is an internally-
focused measure of the performance of the network and everything connected to it. It says 
nothing about the customer. QoE, on the other hand, is focused exclusively on the 
customer, which is why TELUS’ ‘Likelihood to Recommend’ (L2R) is such a powerful 
performance metric. 

• Increasingly, here’s what we hear from customer ranks: If you want a seat at the table, you 
MUST understand my business—period. It’s not enough to have a good product, or a good 
service, or a good solution. The market has become extremely competitive, which means 
that the only way to rise above the competitive white noise is to build value that goes 
beyond products and services and differentiation based on thought-leadership, and 
customer centric expertise. And that, in our minds, is the difference between a vendor who 
is focused on RFPs and a Trusted Advisor who is focused on a long-term, mutually 
beneficial relationship. 

Our	Approach:	Leadership	Selling		
Today, selling must be strategic, must actively engage executives (c-suite) beyond IT, and must 
focus on enabling the customer’s business. The sales person must think and act like a leader. At the 
heart of this is vision, strategy, and planning. We provide our customers’ sales leaders with trends, 
technology updates and insights, competitive information, and a structure to create a sales strategy 
that is applied in training, coaching, account, opportunity, and call planning. Leveraging industry 
and business expertise moves the sales vison and focus from product to company, and from 
features to customer experience. Our clients are able to uniquely position themselves in the eyes of 
their customers as credible advisors who provide meaningful technical and business insights. As a 
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result, the central elements of the selling process become focused on engaging the customer’s 
executives in discoveries about how technology can enable their business to gain competitive 
advantage, improve employee engagement, drive innovation, accelerate speed to market, and 
enhance customer experience.  
 
Gone are the days of stamping out fires while waiting for the customer to issue a Request For 
Proposal. Creating a sales plan is no longer a rote activity of fill-in-the-blanks as quickly as 
possible. Rather, sales teams must engage in account, opportunity, and call planning, where each 
account has a vision and strategy that defines how to earn the customer’s trust and business. Goals 
and objectives are not based solely on revenue attainment, but also include the need to improve 
key attributes that build trust, credibility, differentiation, and value in the eyes of the customer. 
Activities include enriching c-suite relationships, bringing industry insights to the customer, 
learning about long-term customer initiatives, and building value and loyalty. Time is dedicated to 
achieving these goals with regular guidance and coaching from sales leadership.  
 
Once an account, opportunity, or call plan are created, focus shifts to execution. How will I secure 
a meeting with an executive? What is the purpose of the meeting? How will I position myself and 
company as industry experts? These tactical questions, which are driven from the strategy, focus 
on what to do and how to do it. 

The	Trusted	Advisor	
Our approach, which we have 
successfully deployed across many 
companies in the TMT space, relies on a very 
different technique that is designed to move 
away from being a vendor, toward becoming 
what is known as a Trusted Advisor. 
Instead of making the conversation about the 
sales person’s world, we combine thought-
leadership and storytelling in an 
innovative way that engages 
executives in conversations about their 
world. The sales person gains 
important insights about the 
customer’s business, while positioning her or himself and their company as a trusted, 
knowledgeable, and extremely relevant person with whom the customer feels a compelling desire 
to establish a strategic—not tactical—relationship. 
 
Leadership Selling and Trusted Advisor behavior runs counter to the typical behavior of most sales 
people, making it difficult for them to adopt the approach. After all, they already have a technique 
in-place that seems to be effective (although much less today than in the past), and more 
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importantly, it’s no secret that attending a training program has never been enough to change 
behavior. That’s why a central element of Leadership Selling is to engage sales managers, directors, 
and VPs as coaches to the sales team. Through both ad-hoc and structured coaching and 
collaboration on account, opportunity, and call plans, vision, strategy, planning, and execution 
decisions are made, measured, and refined. Information and techniques learned during training 
are implemented in the field, thereby changing behavior and driving greater success.   
 
A summary of expected sales behavior changes include: 

• From approaching sales in a reactive manner to approaching it proactively. 
• From a focus on product to a focus on service—and customer experience. 
• From thinking and acting tactically to thinking and acting strategically—and all that that 

implies. 
• From thinking like, and serving as, a vendor, to thinking and serving as a Trusted Advisor. 
• From a focus on short-term results and revenue to a focus on long-term results. 
• From a focus on selling to a focus on solving. 
• From a vendor-centric product approach to a customer-centric Thought Leadership 

approach. 
 
A summary of expected results include: 

• A reduction in RFP requests followed by an increase in sole-sourcing. 
• Increased margin based on business value and ROI. 
• Internal customer referrals which increase overall account activity and revenue. 
• More accurate and predictable forecasting. 
• Improved scope of work, expectations, and problem solving. 

Final	Thoughts	
The Leadership Selling program has resulted in significantly improved sales results among our 
clients following implementation. Sales teams demonstrate all of the results listed above, and sales 
leaders report higher levels of rigor, structure and deliberate action by their sales professionals. Yet 
these results can only be achieved through a combination of thought-leadership, training, and 
sustainable coaching. For telcos that are committed to maintaining their relevance in a hyper 
changing market, Leadership Selling offers a clear strategy and an effective execution model for 
sustained success.  
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