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Social networks are an exciting 
development for sales reps. With 
a little managerial discipline, 
all that clicking, following, and 
sharing will win more business, 
by Barbara Giamanco 
and Kent Gregoire NOT LONG AGO a B 2 B r e p f o r t h e v i r t u a l - m e e t i n g s 

company PGi made the fastest sale of his career. One 
morning he contacted a CEO—someone who was 
no pushover, having had bad experiences with the 
type of product the rep sells. By late that afternoon 
he had a signed agreement. How did the rep pull off 
this feat? By using social media. 

Here's the way it worked. The rep is a Twitter user. 
Drawing on the TweetDeck feature, he had specified 
keywords so that he would be alerted when they ap-
peared in a tweet, whether from someone he "fol-
lowed" or not. A ut
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On the day in question, a message containing 
the term "web conferencing" caught his eye. The 
point of the tweet was how poorly web confer-
encing works. "I clicked on the Twitter handle," 
the rep told us, "and noticed that it was a com-
pany account." He called the main number on the 
company's website and asked to speak to the per-
son who handled Twitter. Moments later he was 
talking to the CEO, who, after marveling at the 
power of Twitter, described his frustration with 
the various web platforms he had used. "I told 
him all about GlobalMeet," the rep said, referring 
to a PGi conferencing service. "He checked out 
the website and said he wanted to try it, so I sent 
over the agreement and received it back within a 
few hours." 

It's a great story, but perhaps not a surprising one. 
Twitter is, after all, a social network, and no aspect of 
business is more social than selling. 

What is surprising is that most sales managers are 
proving slow to recognize social media's potential. 
In a recent survey of B2B marketers by BtoB maga-
zine, only 5% said that social media marketing was a 

"fairly mature and well optimized" part of their mix. 
A clear majority (58%) admitted to being "in early 
stages," and 17% said they didn't use social media 
at all. We're aware of very few sales training courses 
that cover social media use. And some companies 

investigate purchases they're considering. The shift 
from a "push" to a "pull" world of commercial mes-
saging has been thoroughly documented by now. It's 
not just that buyers start the sales process without 
you; research has shown that today they typically 
complete most of the purchase journey before hav-
ing any contact with sales. And by that point they are 
far more informed about your business than you are 
about theirs. 

Much of this online activity involves social media. 
Studies by Experian Marketing Services indicate that 
social networking now accounts for 15% of internet 
visits in the United States. Linkedln, the most profes-
sionally oriented of the major sites, announced more 
than a year ago that it had registered its 100 millionth 
member and was adding a million more each week. 
Twitter has more than 100 million active users (out 
of at least 200 million registered members), and 
Google+ has passed 65 million members. Most of 
these people are also on Facebook, which is nearing 

, the one billion mark, meaning that it includes 14% of 
the world's population. 

When the I950s-era criminal Willie Sutton was 
asked why he robbed banks, he allegedly replied, 

"That's where the money is." For any salesperson 
wondering why she should use social media, the 
answer is similarly obvious: That's where the buyers 
are. In fact, 55% of buyers turn to social media when 

Social media selling has risks, but sitting on 
the sidelines is the greatest risk of all. And the 
way to venture in wisely is becoming clear. 

forbid their employees to use social networks on 
company time. 

Certainly there are risks, but as customers in-
creasingly engage with social media, sitting on the 
sidelines is the greatest risk of all. And with early 
adopters beginning to book their wins and take their 
hits, the way to venture in wisely is becoming clear. 

It's Where the Customers Are 
Understanding why and how to engage with today's 
social business environment starts with recogniz-
ing the changes in buyers' behavior. We know that 
customers are online and that they use the web to 

they're searching for information, according to Busi-
ness.com. 

As you're reading this article, your prospects are 
reading blogs and holding online discussions about 
products and services they're considering buying. 
They're scanning YouTube videos, participating in 
FocusForums, and tweeting. They might start by 
using Google to look for information about your of-
ferings, but it doesn't matter how well you optimize 
your search terms-most will ignore the marketing 
collateral on your website. While your communica-
tions people are busily creating high-production-
value brochureware, your prospects are going to so-
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It stands to reason that 
sales, that most social of 
business activities, would 
make use of social media. 
But few organizations 
employ them in a consis-
tent, productive way. 

As sales professionals gravitate 
to social networking, they will 
find its tools most valuable in 

"front end" prospecting and lead 
qualification, and in maintaining 
relationships after the deal has 
closed. Management can support 
reps' communications with 
training and structure. 

There are risks, but the worst 
of them are not the PR and legal 
issues that grab headlines. These 
can be addressed with sound 
policies. Trickier to manage are 
lapses of etiquette, tone, and 
consistency. And the biggest risk 
of all, now that your customers are 
all linking, sharing, and tweeting, 
is to sit on the sidelines and leave 
social selling to your competitors. 

cial networking channels to get the lowdown. They 
know that a peer-to-peer environment holds more 
promise for candid referrals—and warnings. 

Where Social Makes Sense 
Chances are that your salespeople are already on 
social media sites and are even using them in their 
work. But their activity is probably scattershot, with 
different people using different tools in various ways 
and no one person using them consistently. Like sell-
ing itself, social media can be approached idiosyn-
cratically, but the highest-performing organizations 
have outlined a clear process and figured out how to 
execute on it in a disciplined way. 

To bring that kind of order to your organization, 
start with the sales cycle your representatives are 
already familiar with. It typically runs from pros-
pecting and qualifying leads all the way through 
implementing a solution and measuring results. One 
activity pervades the entire process: Managing rela-
tionships is vital to each stage and can lead from the 
end of one sales cycle to the beginning of a new one. 

Your organization probably has detailed proce-
dures to follow and metrics to track at each stage. 
The question is, How do platforms such as Linkedln 
and Twitter fit in? How can they be integrated with 
other important activities, and how can they support 
better outcomes? 

It quickly becomes clear that social media's great-
est potential is at the front end of the sales cycle— 
during the prospecting, opportunity qualification, 
and pre-sales-call research that lead up to a face-to-
face meeting. But social platforms also offer a means 
of maintaining customer relationships and building 
brand loyalty throughout. Let's take a close look at 
the key parts of the cycle in this regard. 

P r o s p e c t i n g . Sales professionals know that in 
order to make their numbers month after month, 
they need to regularly look for new leads. In B2B 
settings, much of their prospecting has traditionally 

been done through cold calling. That might produce 
a higher return than other direct-marketing activi-
ties, such as direct mail and e-mail communications, 
paid searches, and internet display ads, but the 
return on cold calling is dropping with every pass-
ing year. Indeed, in a recent survey by InsideView, 
an online provider of sales-relevant content, more 
than 90% of C-level executives said they "never" re-
spond to cold calls or e-mail blasts. But salespeople 
frequently tell us that potential customers are sur-
prisingly responsive to short messages sent via so-
cial media. 

Even better, in a social network environment reps 
don't always have to start the conversation. They can 
often find potential customers expressing hints of 
interest in the solutions they sell. Identifying these 
slightly warm prospects can save a rep from mak-
ing many unwelcome calls. As the sales blogger Jim 
Keenan puts it, "A lead today can be a complaint on 
Twitter, a question on Linkedln, or a discussion on 
a Facebook page." This was the insight that guided 
the PGi rep. Having noted the executive's tweeted 
complaint about the poor quality of web conferenc-
ing, he treated it as a conversation already started 
and plunged in. 

Could this sort of fortuitous find become routine? 
Yes, thanks to social monitoring tools like HootSuite, 
which act as radar to pick up signals of need. A com-
pany geared for social selling would not only equip 
its salespeople to do such monitoring; it would map 
out pathways for guiding any resulting contacts to-
ward richer exchanges by phone, e-mail, and even 
video chat. 

According to the 2011 CSO Insights Sales Perfor-
mance Optimization study, reps spend almost 25% 
of their time researching prospects. If your reps learn 
how to access the right intelligence quickly, some 
observers predict, they could spend as little as 1% of 
their time researching-freeing up virtually all their 
time for actual selling. 
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At PAKRA, a company that provides game-based 
training, managers have devised an effective way 
for salespeople to build prospecting networks on 
Linkedln. It involves sending invitations to connect 
and following up within a day via Twitter, e-mail, or 
phone. Seventeen out of 20 people accept the invita-
tion within 36 hours. They then receive a short, per-
sonalized message from the rep that includes a link 
to the PAKRA website. Half the people in this group 
respond, at which point the exchange is poised to be-
come a meaningful conversation. 

Perhaps the most basic area in which reps need to 
be supported is in setting up profiles and establish-
ing information-sharing habits that brand them as 
intelligent and helpful. Virtually every sales profes-
sional has a Linkedln profile, for example, but it may 
not be optimized to make a good impression. Having 
gotten a direct message through a social network, a 
prospect who's at all interested will check out the 
sender's profile. What should he find there? Content 
assuring him that the rep has relevant insight and ex-
perience. If he encounters a tweet stream or a Face-
book wall filled with trivial or mean-spirited com-
ments, or simply ones having nothing to do with the 
solution he's seeking, the contact will go no further. 

Qual ify ing l e a d s . Not every sales opportunity 
is worth pursuing, of course. IBM's famous guide 
to qualifying leads is the acronym BANT: Reps must 
determine that the customer has the necessary bud-
get, that their contact has the authority to buy, that 
there's a genuine need for the product or service, and 
that their timeline for delivery aligns with the cus-
tomer's expectations. 

There are many long-standing methods for an-
swering these questions. But the information that 
can be found on social media is often surprisingly 
revelatory—and it's much easier to obtain. 

Using data intelligence tools like InsideView, 
salespeople can gain relevant, real-time insights 

about the companies and buyers they've targeted. 
They can set up trigger alerts for such topics as lead-
ership change, acquisitions, new products, funding 
developments, and corporate challenges. They can 

"follow" companies to receive news of business de-
velopments. Beyond picking up free-ranging clues 
like these, they can use a social network's direct 
messaging function to ask a prospect a few qualify-
ing questions. Indeed, a message format can be par-
ticularly helpful in vetting a lead, since responses 
must be short and are thus likely to get straight to 
the point. 

One company we know through our training 
work has social media to thank for learning of the 
impending retirement of the CIO at one of its tar-
geted accounts. Its immediate question, of course, 
was who the replacement would be. That news came 
within 24 hours of the retirement announcement, in 
a daily summary of the activity on various social 
networks. Then it was time for some homework on 
the incoming executive. Linkedln revealed where 
he had worked, which areas he was interested in 
(indicated by the Linkedln groups he'd joined), and 
whether anyone in the sales team's network knew 
him. The strongest connection turned out to be a 
good friend of one rep, and he was happy to make 
an introduction. 

Managing relat ionships. So far we've focused 
on using social media to get in front of the right buy-
ers faster and to shrink the effort required to close 
deals. But social tools are also invaluable for main-
taining customer relationships and working on re-
tention at the back end of the cycle, after the sale is 
complete. 

Developing in-depth knowledge of the client is 
the fastest way to position for a long-term collabora-
tion. Sales remains a relationship-driven activity, but 

"who you know" is now trumped by "what you know 
about who you know." 
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In this realm, even more than at the front end, 
salespeople can benefit from organizational sup-
port and structure. At any given time, the urgency 
of pursuing new business means that maintaining 
established relationships takes a back seat. Todd 
McCormick, the vice president of sales at PGi, has 
addressed this problem. One of his solutions is "Blog 
Tuesday." Each Tuesday he publishes a post on an is-
sue common to many of PGi's customers. This gives 
his reps a reason to make social contact once a week, 
without having to spend time thinking up content 
on their own. As soon as the post is live, they start 
tweeting about it, "liking" it, and sharing it through 
Linkedln status updates. 

It might seem unlikely that a business buyer 
would "follow" or "friend" a rep. In fact, it's quite 
common. Norms of reciprocity in social networks 
are well established by now; following someone 
and engaging with their content—by retweeting a 
message, for example—often generates a follow in 
return. Whether the connection endures depends 
on whether the rep's content has sufficient value for 
the buyer. 

The social world is about giving without expect-
ing an immediate return. That can be tough for sales-
people to swallow when they are anxious to close 
deals. It may feel counterintuitive to share white pa-
pers, case studies, and other materials when there's 
no guarantee that those efforts will lead directly to a 
sale. But such activities are part of a larger behavioral 
shift that must take place if sellers are to move suc-
cessfully from a transactional approach to a value-
focused process. 

Jump In, the Water's Fine 
Platforms for online collaboration are rapidly chang-
ing the way we work, offering new ways to engage 
with customers, colleagues, and the world at large. 
Sales reps now have the ability to participate in 

global conversations about their products, their 
field, and their expertise. But some companies are 
so worried about potential mistakes or loss of control 
that they don't allow participation. That's a bad idea. 
Choosing not to be present in social networks puts 
your company and your salespeople at a competitive 
disadvantage. (See the sidebar "Where's the Risk in 
Social Selling?") 

With the right social media policies and training 
programs, a company stands to gain an enormous 
amount from its sales organization's online com-
munications. And here's another thing to consider: 
Social media might alter whom you recognize as your 
sales organization. The social media consultant Mark 
Schaefer tells the story of a meeting with executives 
during which he displayed the names of the people 
in their company who had the greatest social media 
influence. (He used a tool called Kred, which consid-
ers both the number of followers a person has and 
whether those followers engage with shared infor-
mation.) One of the executives said, "I don't know 
any of these people! You mean they're representing 
our company?" It turned out that 80% of the top 
influencers were in functions other than public rela-
tions, sales, service, and marketing. 

As you equip your people with a social media 
tool kit, don't stop with the social media team or 
the marketing organization. Don't even stop with 
sales. Make the whole workforce comfortable with 
the possibilities. It's only a matter of time until your 
competitors do so. And once your customers have 
learned to expect social network connections, it may 
be impossible to sell without them. 
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Barbara Giamanco and Kent Gregoire are partners 
at Social Centered Selling, a consultancy focused on 

bringing social media capabilities to sales organizations. 
Giamanco is a coauthor of The New Handshake: Sales Meets 
Social Media (Praeger, 2010). 
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