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Can your company
do well by doing right?

E

very business owner has to keep an
eye on profits, especially in tough
times. But does that require a
cynical attitude toward core values
and doing the right thing? Actually, you can
profit handsomely by insisting on exceptional staff, superior customer service and a
good relationship with the local community.
It won’t happen overnight, but this long-term
strategy can make your company a business
role model — and a financial winner.

The organization’s core values are community service, compassion, authenticity,
integrity and effectiveness. When facing
choices, executives and managers ask,
“What’s the caring, human thing to do, and
how can we do that effectively, efficiently
and profitably?” Community service concerns drove these decisions:
■ Spending $3 million for week-long,
value-based training for all executives
and employees,
■ Creating a program requiring senior
executives to spend several days each
week in the care centers or hospitals,
■ Inviting neighborhood groups’ input
on improving access to the hospital
campus, and
■ Providing interpreters at centers in largely
Spanish-speaking neighborhoods.

Walking the talk
Some highly successful businesses have
found ways to boost profits by building from
the inside out, instead of just reacting to
external forces and market conditions. Their
secret is creating strong core values to drive
decisions while nurturing the groups of people who contribute to their success.
Let’s look at a division of a major
health care center that nets 8% to 9% of its
gross revenue and was named one of the
top centers in the country. In the last three
years, its employee turnover has dropped
from 33% to 13%.
While others in its industry have sought
branding magic, rapid expansion and quick
profits, this business has concentrated on
building an infrastructure and culture that
produce motivated employees and loyal
customers. Its most important constituents
are staff, patients and their families, and
members of the local community.
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The organization’s vision and cultural
values also drove the selection of the CEO,
who not only brings fiscal responsibility and
operational excellence, but speaks fluent
Spanish. Along with other company leaders,
he “walks the talk” by circulating the hallways to visit with patients and staff. Getting
into the fray, he can build relationships and
spot problems before they escalate.

Turning right to might
There will always be a demand for
listening to customers, bonding with and
caring for employees, and demonstrating
genuine concern for communities. And you
can do it all without harm to your products,
services or bottom line by asking questions
such as:
Are you supporting your employees?
To run a fiscally sound company, you need
cost-effective and efficient systems. But you
also need employees to make those systems

work. So do what it takes to retain quality
people and remove the rest. Require executives to walk the hallways and become personally familiar with staff and operations.
Above all, create an atmosphere of trust
between employees and management.
Are you spending quality time with
customers? Decades ago, author, executive
and entrepreneur John Naisbitt wrote that
good business practices dictate which product and service transactions can be automated. For instance, if you want cash
quickly, an ATM meets the need without a
bank teller’s involvement. But when buying
an expensive automobile or suit, you need a
knowledgeable individual’s personal involvement to nurture and educate you.
Used wisely, technology can streamline
communication, but it can’t provide human
empathy. Although customers sometimes
appreciate the convenience of the impersonal
keystroke, it’s not what they want all the
time. In the words of one buyer, “I expect
you to spend time with me face to face and
not by phone or e-mail. It is the least that
you owe me.”

Are you cultivating community relationships? Often, customers, neighbors and business colleagues can warn of mistakes in the
making and help you prevent unintended
consequences.
For example, one company redesigning
maintenance buildings planned the new
structures to face south, showing local residents an unattractive view. Community
members let the planners know this was
“like presenting your backside to the world.”
They got the point and made the necessary
adjustments.

Profiting from values
It’s hard, but not impossible, to balance
profit with quality service, loyal employees
and positive community involvement. Start
by defining a set of core values to drive
major decisions. Then begin adjusting your
operational systems and business culture to
make those values real. You’ll likely be surprised to see the goodwill — and profits —
you’ll attract. ■

7 steps to shortening your sales cycle

S

ometimes the selling process seems to
stretch out over such a long time that
you wonder whether the fee you’ve
quoted will cover all your upfront
costs. But in other cases, you reach the close
almost instantly. So what’s slowing or speeding the process, and how can you consistently keep your sales cycle short?

You may not realize it, but you can take
a number of actions to speed up the close,
and none of them are difficult. Here are
seven such steps that can help you reach
rapid closure.

beverage cooler — but no frying pan. What
are your expectations?
Weak expectations lose sales. Always feel
good about yourself, your company and
your ability to provide real
value. When the client says,
“It sounds good. When
can we get started?”
answer, “Right now.”
Expect the close;
it’s like going fishing
with a frying pan.

1. Go fishing with a frying pan.
When planning a fishing trip, you pack
fishing equipment, camping gear and a
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2. Study and prepare.
No matter what your sales experience,
learn as much about the client’s company
and industry as possible. Search the business
press, the Internet and even your public
library.
Say your prospect maintains undersea
telephone cables for several European telecom companies. You’ve surfed the Web, but
the material is too technical for quick study.
So you stop by the public library and borrow
a high-school-level book about undersea
cables. It’s a quick read with effective diagrams and pictures on repairing cables.

Share stories that
include problems,
solutions and results.
Now you can walk into the prospect’s
office, ask relevant questions and propose a
course of action. In this real example, the
salesperson left the meeting with an agreement to create a team of experts to deal with
the client’s problem. That’s a speedy close.

3. Share the client’s
pain and gain.
Be alert to your client’s needs. Say you
and the customer have just ended a casual
lunch. You didn’t discuss specific business
opportunities, but you did review the results
of a recently completed assignment. The
client commented, “It’s ironic that we had
staff effectiveness measurements, but no performance measurements for key managers’
business decisions.”
Here’s an opportunity. Return to his
office later that afternoon with a realistic
approach to measuring executive performance. Clarifying his need and offering a
solution may put you on the inside track for
an extended assignment. Now that hastens
the close.
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4. Be a storyteller.
Stories inform, teach, entertain, persuade and bind people together. They also
sell. Instead of talking up your competence
and experience, tell your client a story
about a customer with a similar problem
that you solved.
Share stories that include problems, solutions and results. But to keep from boring the
client, limit your stories to 90 seconds. That
relatively brief period could clinch the sale.

5. Use collaborative effort.
At some point in a sales meeting, the
client expects you to offer a course of action.
But you’re not satisfied she’s completely clear
about the problem. Instead of continuing to
try to pin down what it is, invite her to participate in creating a solution.
You might say, “If we could suggest
an approach that would make it easier for
customers to do business with you, would
that help?” Her response will give you
space to negotiate an assignment with her
buy-in, leading to a collaborative effort to
close the sale.

6. Focus on benefits.
The strongest selling point is always
the benefit to the client. Unfortunately,
most salespeople devote much more time,
energy and paper to their products’ and
services’ features.
But products are not benefits. The benefit is what the product enables the customer

to accomplish. Benefits sell and will speed up
the close. For example: “Our software-based
assessment tool has a proven record of 85%
to 90% accuracy, compared to personality
tests, which have only 55% accuracy.”

7. Fast track the
sales presentation.
If the sales meeting is going well, the
client will send you definite signals. (See
“When to stop talking: 10 ‘buy’ signals” at
right.) When that happens, be prepared to
act quickly.
Following the presentation, ask the customer whether you can meet again within
the next couple of hours. Find a private
office, consult with your staff and draft an
agreement or proposal on the spot. Then get
together with your client to review the terms
and ask when you can start work.

WHEN TO STOP TALKING:
10 “BUY” SIGNALS
Accelerating the close means listening to
what your client is saying. Be alert to the following 10 “buy” signals. When you hear them, it’s
time to stop talking and close the sale:
1. “That would help.”
2. “How would you proceed?”
3. “What’s the next step?”
4. “Who could handle this?”
5. “How could we work with you?”
6. “When could you start (finish)?”
7. “What do you need from us?”
8. “What would this cost?”
9. “I like that approach.”

Keep moving
No matter how much work and enthusiasm you put into your presentations, letting
the sales process drag on can cause both
your and your client’s commitment and
excitement to fade. You can’t serve the client
until you get the go-ahead.

10. “When can you get back to me?”

So do what it takes to close quickly and
begin providing benefit to your customer.
Your clients will appreciate the saved time as
much as you do. ■

Choosing the best capital-raising
strategy for your business

M

ost companies reach a point
where, in order to grow or
survive, they need additional
financing. And of course
startups need funds to get off the ground.
Depending on your circumstances, this could
mean borrowing, bringing in new equity
partners or a combination of the two.
What’s the best choice? Following are
the most popular and accessible financing
alternatives for small and midsize businesses.

Borrowing keeps it simple
Financial institution lending is relatively
easy to understand, monitor and control.
The lender doesn’t own a stake in your
company, but you do have to provide loan
collateral and pay interest. Here are some
varieties of this method:
Traditional bank line of credit. In
this most popular form of borrowing, the
bank agrees to lend up to a predetermined
amount, usually secured by receivables and
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PRESENTING YOUR COMPANY
IN THE BEST LIGHT
No matter what type of financing you seek, be prepared with facts and ready to explain what you’ve got
to offer. The lender or investors will want to review a
detailed business plan with three to five years of projections. They’ll ask how you’ll use the additional funds,
what return on investment you’re offering and when
you’ll repay the principal.
They also may challenge your business plan’s basic
assumptions. Investors and lenders are risk averse and
want assurance they’re making the best use of their
funds. They’re looking for the deal with the biggest
upside and smallest risk.
inventory. To hedge its bets, it lends based on
a percentage of your current receivables less
than 60 days old and your finished goods
inventory. The interest is usually the prime
rate and an additional risk premium based
on your business’s financial condition.
Term loan. A business typically uses
these for equipment purchases. It borrows
from banks or financing companies with
the equipment itself as collateral, usually
repaying the principal and interest over
two to five years, depending on the type
of equipment. A term loan is slightly
more expensive than a line of credit.
Small Business Administration (SBA)
loan. The SBA guarantees short- and longterm loans to creditworthy startups and
existing small businesses that can’t obtain
financing on reasonable terms through normal lending channels. Partner lending institutions, usually community banks, provide the
actual loans. To qualify, borrowers need:
■ A financial stake in the company
amounting to 25% to 50% of the
amount requested,
■ A strong business plan, and
■ A good personal credit rating and willingness to personally guarantee the loan.
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If you’re considering an SBA loan,
be patient. The paperwork, lead time and
availability of funds can pose obstacles.

Equity carves the pie
The greatest advantage to bringing in
new equity is that you’ll save on interest
costs. The biggest disadvantage? You’ll give
up a piece of the pie — someone else will
now have a stake in your company. And
depending on the type of equity investor
and your venture’s perceived risk, it could
be quite a sizable stake. Typical candidates
include:
Venture capital. This financing comes
from professional investors or venture
capital firms. A venture capital firm is generally a private partnership or closely held
corporation funded by private and public
pension funds, wealthy individuals, endowment funds, foundations, corporations,
foreign investors, and the venture capitalists
themselves.
Most venture capitalists seek a high rate
of return, often in the 25% to 30% range,
over three to five years. They’ll often take an
active role in running or overseeing the business, as well as a sizable ownership position.
Angel investors. These
include professional
investors, retired executives and high-net-worth
individuals. Unlike traditional venture capitalists,
they’re willing to fund startups without asking for a large
equity stake or a high degree
of control over how you
manage the business. But
they’ll contribute relatively
modest amounts, so you may
need several angels to get your
company off the ground. Living
up to their name, angel investors
often will provide advice and
counsel to help you succeed.
Private placement offerings. Private
placement or private investment capital is
money invested in a company in exchange
for stock. You don’t need to register a
private placement with the Securities and
Exchange Commission (SEC), and it’s highly
flexible — you decide how much to raise
and how much stock to issue in exchange.

The investors are typically more patient
than venture capitalists, seeking 10% to
20% returns over five to 10 years. The SEC
requires them to be individuals earning more
than $200,000 per year, or households with
at least $300,000 in yearly income or at least
a $1 million net worth.

Planning counts
Whether you finance your business
through a bank or by bringing in outside
investors, thoroughly analyze your situation
and resources before taking action. Planning
can mean the difference between stalling and
jump starting your company’s growth. ■

Dial down rising energy costs
Energy costs are always a big factor in overhead expenses, and today they’re definitely on the rise.
That can spell trouble for your company’s profit margins — unless you initiate a plan to dial down
your costs. The good news is that it doesn’t have to be complicated. Let’s look at some low-tech ways
to control utility costs and keep your profitability on track:
Work with utility companies. Local utilities must deal with deregulation and the resulting competition,
and they have a big stake in keeping companies in their service areas and attracting new businesses.
Their free energy-management programs can range from sending an expert to recommend
ways to cut your expenses to helping you design new, energy-efficient facilities.
Adjust temperatures. This may be the single most important way to significantly
cut energy costs. Every degree you lower the thermostat reduces winter heating costs by at least 3%. The reverse is true during the summer months.
Install timers. Timers on heating and air conditioning central controls cut
energy use at night and on weekends, when the building is unoccupied.
Lock thermostats. Choose your climate settings and place locking devices on
thermostats so employees can’t tamper with them. Nothing wrecks an energy
savings plan faster than groups of employees engaged in “thermostat wars” —
moving the temperature up and down to suit their personal preferences.
Dress for the weather. If you plan to reduce the winter thermostat setting from
70 degrees to 65 degrees, give your staff a heads-up so they can wear sweaters.
Circulate energy bills. Letting employees see “before” and “after” bills confirms that their efforts are
paying off in saved energy and reduced costs.
Turn off and cover up equipment. Doing this at day’s end takes only a minute, but it saves power and
can help extend equipment life.
Replace standard lights. Are you still using standard fluorescent and incandescent lights? High-efficiency
fluorescent lights provide the same amount of illumination for a third to half the energy — and expense.
Although these lights cost more initially, the savings over time far outweigh the incremental cost.
Dim seldom-used lighting. Remove bulbs or use timers to reduce output to spaces such as storage
rooms or empty offices.
Turn off the lights. Make everyone responsible for their own work areas, but have the last person
double-check that all lights are out for the night.
Most of us have enjoyed relatively cheap energy costs for years, so employees aren’t conditioned to
thinking about energy conservation — especially at work where someone else pays the bills. Luckily,
saving energy isn’t rocket science. It just takes discipline and consistency. Following these commonsense suggestions can have a big impact on your company’s bottom line.
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