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Preface: A Tactical Field Guide and System for Selling Price Increases






B2B organizations have counted on their sales teams to sell price increases to customers since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution more than 125 years ago. However, in the twenty-first century, as disruptive economic cycles have become more frequent and shareholder pressure for growth and profitability has become more acute, executives are exerting greater pressure than ever on their sales organizations to extract price increases from customers.


Inflation, demand surges, supply shortages, increased costs, shareholder demands, growth initiatives, mergers, and capital-intensive investments can all lead to the need to approach customers with price increases – as can the regular costs of doing business. Likewise, in our hyper-competitive marketplace it is common to acquire new customers at low (sometimes unprofitable) price points with the intent to raise those prices down the road once the relationship, trust, and value exchange are anchored.


In all cases, it is critical to the financial health of B2B organizations that sales professionals hone the skills to successfully approach price increase conversations with customers.


Over the past 10 years, my team at Sales Gravy has helped hundreds of organizations teach their sales professionals how to successfully sell price increases without losing customers. We've developed a repeatable system that reduces anxiety, builds confidence, and is easy to learn, coach, and deploy in the field.


Still, since more than 80 percent of training dollars are invested in developing sales skills for the purpose of acquiring new customers, I recognize that most sellers and leaders are not going to receive professional training for selling price increases. For this reason, I wrote Selling the Price Increase as a tactical field guide for frontline sales professionals, account managers, and sales leaders who wish to improve their price increase sales skills and acumen.


In these pages, I give you a complete system for selling price increases. You'll learn strategies, tactics, and techniques for approaching customers confidently and gaining price increase acceptance without damaging long-term relationships.




	Part One is a discussion about how to manage the fears, worries, and disruptive emotions you feel when approaching price increase conversations with customers.


	Part Two dives into the keys to protecting relationships and retaining customers. You'll learn how to get price increases without causing customers to resent you for it.


	Part Three teaches you a repeatable framework for targeting, planning, and setting the stage for crucial price increase conversations.


	Part Four focuses on how to build messaging that reduces resistance and facilitates acceptance.


	Part Five gives frameworks and tactics for handling price increase objections and negotiating better price increase outcomes.


	Part Six teaches front-line sales leaders how to lead price increase initiatives and coach price increase sales skills. (Note that I also include “Coaching Tips” for leaders throughout the book.)





Along the way, I've included exercises designed to help you master the Selling the Price Increase system. Parts One through Five are for front-line sales professionals, account managers, and customer service professionals. In Part Six, the focus shifts to managers, who need additional skills to lead their teams through price increases.











Foreword






For legions of sales professionals and account managers, the conversation that follows is an all too familiar and maddening reality:








	MANAGER:

	 

	Before I close out this morning's meeting, I need you to inform our clients that we're going to be increasing prices by 10 percent.




	SALESPERSON:

	 

	Okay, but what should we tell them?




	MANAGER:

	 

	I'll leave that up to you.




	SALESPERSON:

	 

	 Yes, but what reason do we give them for raising our prices?




	MANAGER:

	 

	Well, there's a lot of reasons! Cost of material is up. Labor cost is up. Cost of doing business in general is up. Pick one!




	SALESPERSON:

	 

	How do you suggest we deliver this news?




	MANAGER:

	 

	I'm sure you'll figure it out. That's why we pay you the big bucks.




	SALESPERSON:

	 

	Will these increases be effective immediately, or will there be a grace period before they actually kick in?




	MANAGER:

	 

	It's immediate.




	SALESPERSON:

	 

	Well, they're not going to be happy about that! We are going to lose customers to our competitors!




	MANAGER:

	 

	Look, you have the relationships so I'm sure you'll find a way to break the bad news to them gently without upsetting them.




	SALESPERSON:

	 

	Well…okay. I'll do my best.




	MANAGER:

	 

	Great! Now, if there's nothing else, this meeting is adjourned. Let's get out there, close some deals, and let's stay positive.







This common scenario is why so many companies fail to maximize price increases, sales professionals and their leaders feel frustrated, and unhappy customers are lost along the way.


Sales professionals are ill prepared to talk with customers about price increases because they don't get trained and there are almost no resources to help them develop the skills to do so. If you scour the internet for information on how to sell price increases, you'll be hard pressed to find any system, process, or framework for these crucial conversations.


That is why this new book from my friend Jeb Blount is so important. As far as I can tell, no one in history has ever written an entire book on how to approach B2B customers with price increases. But that's Jeb – grab a piece of the sales puzzle, blow it out, and show you exactly how to do it. This is why I wasn't surprised when I learned that he was writing Selling the Price Increase because, quite frankly, it is a book that only Jeb could write.


If you've ever had to deliver price increase news to a customer, then you know it isn't easy. Yet when sold effectively, customers accept price increases, remain loyal, and often buy even more. In Selling the Price Increase, Jeb gives you exactly what you need to successfully sell and defend price increases without losing your customers.


Jeb knows sales. He is one of the most gifted sales strategists of our generation. Pick a subject, sales discipline, or situation and Jeb has studied it, done it, and understands it. This is why when Jeb talks, salespeople pay attention, and you should too.




—Victor Antonio,
Author of Mastering the Upsell
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PART I
Disrupt the Mindset of Fear











1
Sales Professionals Hate Price Increases






I clearly remember the very first time in my career that I was asked to go out and get price increases from my customers. My boss called a meeting with all of the account managers in our region. At the meeting, he handed each of us a list of our accounts and the monthly revenue volume of each account.


I sunk in my seat as he dropped the bomb. We each needed to get a net 6 percent increase from our account base. He asked us to go through the list and choose the accounts to approach for price increases. He gave us until the end of the week.


Back at my office, as I started pouring over my accounts, I became sick to my stomach. I'd worked hard to establish those relationships. Many customers had become friends. Raising their prices felt like a form of betrayal.


As I evaluated each customer, I found good reasons why I shouldn't approach them with a price increase. I went through the list again and again but could only identify a few accounts to go after. I came to the conclusion that it would be impossible to net a 6 percent increase on my customer base.


When I met with my boss at the end of the week, I unloaded all of my excuses. But to no avail. He told me flatly and firmly that our leadership wanted a 6 percent increase and there would be no excuses. I had no choice.


I left that meeting feeling deflated and consumed with fear for how my customers would respond. I almost quit my job over it. Prior to being told I had to sell price increases to my customers, I loved my job. Now, I was questioning everything. I'd rather have done a thousand cold calls from inside a shark tank than approach a single customer with a price increase.


Mostly though, I was afraid. I procrastinated and avoided those conversations until I was forced to get the job done because I was out of time. I made lots of mistakes and fear got the best of me. It was one of the worst periods of my sales career. I made it through that awful ordeal but the lessons I learned about confronting fear stuck with me.






Salespeople Hate Price Increases


Over the years I developed thicker skin and a more effective approach to price increase conversations. But I still don't like to do it. It's one of things I share in common with most sales professionals and account managers – nobody likes price increases.


The truth is that salespeople love close sales, love to give discounts, love to make our customers happy, love to solve problems. But, as a rule, we have a psychological aversion to and loathe selling price increases.


Approaching customers with price increases sits at the tip top of the pantheon of things sales professionals hate. It sits higher than collecting receivables, cold calling, and entering data into the CRM.


Given the choice between selling price increases and doing anything else – and I mean anything – salespeople will always choose anything else. There are many reasons why, including:




	Conflict avoidance


	Fear of rejection


	Desire to be liked by their customers


	Awkwardness of communicating price increases


	Sympathy for customers


	Fear of losing customers, sales, and income


	No buy-in to the justification for the price increase


	The price increase is not aligned with compensation


	Lack of understanding of the impact of price increases on their organization









Price Increases Matter


One of the reasons that I hated price increases and believed that I was betraying my customers is that I didn’t understand basic business fundamentals. I didn’t understand that price increase campaigns are far more effective at generating profit and free cash flow than increasing top-line revenue through sales volume increases or acquiring new customers.


Nothing else in the business-to-business sales arsenal protects the health of your company like price increases. They protect the enterprise during inflationary periods, produce capital for investment in growth, help improve quality and service delivery, boost stock prices, and protect jobs.


The payoff for price increases is massive. They can drop through as much as 400 percent more profit as increases in sales volume. For example, a 1 percent increase in sales volume, will produce 3.3 percent in profit. However, a 1 percent increase in price, when sales volume remains stable, delivers an 11.1 percent increase in operating profit.1


The bottom line is that increasing prices is the single greatest profit improvement opportunity and strategy for B2B enterprises.2 That is, of course, if you retain your customers along the way.


Customer retention is exactly why your company leans so heavily on you to execute price increase campaigns. Sales professionals have the most intimate knowledge of the customer base, are skilled communicators, and professional closers.


Except that, in overwhelming numbers, sales professionals express deep anxiety and lack of confidence with price increase initiatives. They fear that they will lose customers and permanently damage important relationships. They feel that they lack the skills to approach price increase conversations effectively. Compounding this is the fact that most companies provide little to no formal training for selling price increases, even for frontline leaders who must coach this critical skill set.


Without a process, system, or framework for selling price increases and handling subsequent objections, sellers usually underperform in these crucial conversations. Price increase initiatives then become little more than anxiety filled distractions that negatively impact overall sales performance. It’s no wonder that upwards of 70 percent of leaders express little confidence in their sales teams’ ability to execute price increase conversations effectively.3






Types of Price Increase Initiatives


In this book, we'll address the most common B2B price increase scenarios for which you will be responsible.




Broad-Based Price Increase Campaigns


Broad-based campaigns are executed at the enterprise, divisional, or regional level and impact many customers at the same time. They typically require the entire sales and service team to engage.


 



Targeted, Account-Based Price Increases


These initiatives target specific accounts at contract renewal, on reorders, or for specific line items. Targeted price increases are usually leveraged to improve the profitability of specific accounts and to optimize pricing that was set too low when the customer was acquired.






Non-negotiable


With non-negotiable price increases, your organization has calculated that the reward of implementing the price increase is high while the risk of losing customers is low. Marketing will usually take the lead with messaging and notifying customers of the impending increase. Sales and customer service will primarily be responsible for answering customer questions, calming dissatisfaction, and defending the price increase.






Non-negotiable with Exceptions


In some cases, non-negotiable price increases may be administered with exceptions for certain classes of customers like new accounts, strategic accounts, accounts that are in jeopardy due to service issues, and angry customers who push back hard.


The sales and service teams will be responsible for identifying the accounts marked for exceptions and communicating the reasons behind the exceptions to the management team. Your primary role will be to defend the price increases when confronted by upset customers so that the increases stick.


 



Negotiable


With larger accounts, bigger price increases, complexity, risk, and competitive pressure comes the need to negotiate with customers that push back. This is where talented sales professionals with knowledge of the accounts and established relationships are needed most.


With negotiable price increases there will be greater emphasis placed on account targeting, pre-planning, messaging, risk management, and business case presentation. Leaders will need to set clear individual goals and objectives and define reasonable negotiating parameters.






Format


Within these initiatives, price increases may be applied in a unit-based format to individual line items, which is typical for physical products, or a broad-based format on the entire account's billing, which is typical for services.








Challenges


As sales and service professionals, we all face different challenges with selling price increases to our customer base. If you didn't have challenges, it is unlikely that you would be reading this book.


These challenges are often unique to your industry, product or service, account sizes and types, stakeholder relationships, competitors, and region, and the various scenarios listed above.


In sales and customer service, there are few one-size-fits-all solutions or applications. Therefore, as you advance through the lessons in this book, use your unique challenges as a guide to inform where you need to place the most attention, what you need to adjust for your specific situation, the ideas and lessons you take with you, and what you leave behind.


In the remainder of Part One, we'll focus on techniques for rising above fear and the emotional hang-ups that create anxiety and hold you back from effectively selling price increases. A key takeaway from this section – and one that will be repeated often throughout the book – is:




	In every price increase conversation, the person who exerts the greatest emotional control has the highest probability of achieving their desired outcome.





Before we get started, I want you to take a moment to complete this short exercise on price increase challenges.










Exercise 1.1 Price Increase Challenges




Reflect on past experiences with selling price increases, as well as immediate concerns about pending price increase initiatives and conversations.


List what you feel are your biggest challenges with presenting, defending, and negotiating pricing increases.


 


 


 


 


 


 






















Leadership and Coaching Pro Tip


Bringing Challenges to the Surface


Price increase initiative roll outs naturally induce anxiety among your team members. Immediately they'll begin to worry and play the worst case scenarios in their heads.


An easy exercise to help bring their concerns and fears to the surface is to break them into small groups and have them list what they feel will be their biggest challenges with selling the price increase.


Once your team begins talking about their challenges, it will naturally help dial back anxiety levels and reduce their fears. They'll vent, learn from each other, and share best practices.


Importantly, the discussion will help you focus your training and coaching on the areas that will help your team perform at a high level.
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	3.  Erik Peterson and Tim Riesterer, The Expansion Sale: Four Must-Win Conversations to Keep and Grow Your Customers (New York: McGraw Hill, 2020), 50.














2
The Five Fears






When it comes to approaching price increases, sales professionals tend to worry about five potential outcomes. They fear that their customer will:




	Defect to a competitor, and they will lose the account.


	Stop buying or reduce purchases of a particular product or service.


	Bring up past service deficiencies or product-quality defects as an objection to the price increase.


	No longer like or trust them, and the once-friendly relationship they had with the account stakeholders will disintegrate.


	Get angry, argue, or pummel them with hard objections and rejection.





Though these five fears are not completely unfounded, at the heart of each one of these worries is the deep-seated fear of conflict and rejection. These fears cause you to hesitate, procrastinate, hide from potential conflict, and make excuses. They cloud objectivity, leading to anxiety, insecurity, and worry.


Worry is a byproduct of the human safety bias. Our brains are programmed to be hypervigilant in detecting and avoiding risk, so we are almost always focused on what could go wrong rather than what could go right.


In my first experience with price increases I wasted a lot of energy and time wrapped up in fear, anxiety, and worry over pending price increase conversations. My fear caused me to procrastinate until it was almost too late, which ultimately made those price increase conversations much worse than they had to be.


But, despite the worry and fear, it was still my job to sell price increases, and that job was never going to go away, no matter how much I wished that it would.






Nobody Wants a Price Increase


When I'm training people how to sell price increases, I start my classes with this: “Raise your hand if you'd like to pay more.” No one ever puts up a hand, because nobody wants to pay more. I seriously doubt that you've ever received a call from a customer asking you to please, please raise your prices because they want to pay more.


When the companies you buy from tell you that their prices are going up, you don't do a happy dance and post on Facebook about your lucky circumstances. It is more likely that you call or write customer service to complain, seek out competitors, express your displeasure to friends and family, post something nasty about that company on social media, and sometimes get angry.


 



We Want Happy Customers, Not Conflict


As sales and customer service professionals, we are specialists at building relationships. We live to make our customers happy. We're good at discounting to get the deals closed and keeping customers satisfied.


Conflict with customers over price increases is not natural for us. We want customers to appreciate, accept, and like us, not reject us. It is this need to feel accepted that makes approaching customers with price increases such a powerful emotional destabilizer.


The fear of rejection can push you to emotional extremes, causing you to hesitate, procrastinate, avoid price increase conversations, and make big mistakes when you finally do engage your customers. It erodes confidence, making it easier for customers to push you around and get their way.


When you choose a career in sales, you are choosing a career in which you will be forced to face conflict and deal with the potential of rejection. There is no way around this. Price increases are a norm—not an exception. So you have a choice. Either cause yourself unnecessary stress and worry over a job you will still have to do, or learn to control your emotional responses, gain confidence, and rise above your fear of rejection.


You may be able to avoid the emotional discomfort of approaching customers with price increases in the short term by dragging your feet. But sooner or later, the roosters will come home to roost and you will be forced to have that conversation—usually not on the best of terms.






Mastering the Fear of Rejection


The fear of rejection is your Achilles' heel when approaching customers with price increases. This is why mastering your fear is the real secret to mastering price increase conversations.


In every price increase conversation, the person who exerts the greatest emotional control has the highest probability of achieving their desired outcome.


It's natural to feel like you have little control when dealing with savvy customers who have many alternatives and threaten to go to competitors when there is even a hint of a potential price increase. In these situations you must focus on what you can control rather than what you cannot:




	Your actions


	Your reactions


	Your mindset





That's it – nothing more. You can choose to be disciplined and prepared with your messaging and business case. You can choose to plan for objections and pushback. You can choose your attitude and beliefs. And in emotionally tense price increase situations, you have absolute control over your emotional discipline and response to the fear of rejection.


But let's not minimize just how difficult it is to rise above the fear of rejection and choose your response. It is very difficult to quell your emotions and approach price increase conversations with relaxed, assertive confidence when everything inside you just wants to run.


At this point, it would be easy for me to tell you to get over it and use dispassionate clichés, like “just let it roll off your back.” But that would be completely disingenuous, especially since I've walked in your shoes. We've all experienced the insecurity and emotional disruption that comes with this insidious fear. We have all been there – because we are all human.


The truth that few people will tell you is that your fear of rejection, and the worry that stems from it, is not a psychological problem. Rather, it is biological and baked into your human DNA.


Unchecked, it will hold you back as a sales professional and severely impede your ability to get the price increases you deserve. But, because the fear of rejection is biological rather than psychological, unless you are a sociopath, you can't just snap your fingers and detach from this emotion. It doesn't work that way.


Instead, you'll need to deploy sustainable techniques to rise above this fear. This begins with awareness that the emotion is happening, which allows your rational mind to take the helm, make sense of the feeling, and choose your behavior and response.


There is a big difference between experiencing emotions and being caught up in them. Awareness is the intentional and deliberate choice to monitor, evaluate, and modulate your emotions so that your behaviors are congruent with your intentions and objectives. You cannot choose your emotions; you can only choose your response to those emotions.


Emotional discipline is managing your outward behavior, despite the volcanic emotions that may be erupting below the surface. This is how you display relaxed, assertive confidence when presenting price increases. Like a duck on the water, you appear calm and cool on the outside, even though you're paddling frantically just below the surface.












Exercise 2.1 Catalog Your Fears




Choose three of your accounts that have been targeted for price increases. Then make a list of what you fear the most about these upcoming conversations.




	Account Name: 







	Your Worries and Fears:


 


 


 








	Account Name: 







	

Your Worries and Fears:


 


 


 








	Account Name: 







	

Your Worries and Fears:
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Awareness and the Origin of Fear






The noncommissioned officers – military recruiters – laugh nervously in acknowledgment of the uncomfortable truth: They would rather take live fire in combat than approach 18-year-old recruits with an offer to join the US Army.


This is a common finding in our Fanatical Military Recruiting training programs where we confront the real reasons why military recruiters struggle to make Mission (quota). It is not because they lack talent or passion, not because they lack training, and not because they lack experience. It is rarely any of the reasons people think.


Military recruiters fail most often because they are afraid of rejection. For them, speaking to teenagers and their parents is a daunting emotional obstacle. The soldiers (most of whom are combat veterans) fear these conversations. So much so that they would rather face bullets and death than the potential for rejection.


If this seems completely irrational, then you are not alone. On the surface, it makes no logical sense that brave soldiers who have endured the hyper-emotional environment of an active battlefield, where death is around every corner, would be afraid of getting rejected by teenagers. That is – until you consider that the two things humans fear the most are death and rejection, and it is not uncommon for people to fear rejection more than death.






The Origin of Fear


Imagine for a moment that it is 40,000 years ago. You live in a cave with a group of people in a hunter-gatherer community, in what is now France.


It's a dangerous world. Neighboring tribes fight and compete for scarce resources. When you are out hunting for dinner, there is usually something hunting you. It's a brutal, survival-of-the-fittest environment, and you are part of the food chain.


You depend on your tribe for everything. You cannot survive on your own. Being rejected by your tribe and banished from the cave is a death sentence. Alone in the dark, you would have no fire, no food, no protection, no companionship, and no chance for survival.


It's a world that's hard to imagine in our tech-dominated, modern society, where food, shelter, transportation, and even companionship are at our fingertips with a click or swipe on our smartphone screen. But it was here, in this ruthless and unforgiving place, that humans developed our modern-day fear of rejection.


The sensitivity to being rejected served as an early warning system that the threat of being banished from the tribe was imminent, should one's behavior not change. It was a simple, but powerful, emotional survival mechanism that helped to keep us in the good graces of other humans whom we needed.


People who developed a healthy fear of rejection functioned more effectively in groups. Those who avoided conflict were more likely to survive and remain in the gene pool. Thus, the fear of rejection became a competitive, evolutionary advantage. It was vital to our survival.


Over the course of human history, banishment was often considered worse than death. The stories in ancient literature depicted it as such. Though today banishment is far from a death sentence, the fear of rejection continues to guide how we behave around others and conform to group norms.


It truly is a double-edged sword. On one hand, it helps you become socially adept so that you can coexist with other human beings and build strong, mutually beneficial relationships. On the other, it triggers a wave of disruptive emotions that impede your ability to confidently approach customers with price increases.






The Curse of Fight or Flight


The human brain, the most complex biological structure on Earth, is capable of incredible things. Yet, despite its almost infinite complexity, your brain is always focused on one very simple responsibility – to protect you from threats.


Harvard professor and psychologist Dr. Walter Cannon first coined the term fight-or-flight response to describe the human body's neurophysiological reaction to threats. Your brain and body react to protect you from two types of threats:




	Physical. Threats to your physical safety or the safety of someone close to you. For example, someone shooting at you on a battlefield or a rattlesnake on the trail where you are hiking.


	Social. Threats to your social standing: rejection, banishment from the group, looking bad in front of other people, nonacceptance, diminishment, and ostracism. For example, your tribe banishing you from the cave or a customer rejecting your price increase.





Engaging customers in price increase conversations is intentionally putting yourself in the position to face the social threats of conflict and rejection. It means courageously facing down evolution and the natural human instinct that is screaming at you to STOP.


In these situations, fight or flight – the uncomfortable biological response to threats – begins to kick in. What is important to understand is that the fight-or-flight response circumvents rational thought.


As you prepare to tell your customer about the price increase, your sympathetic nervous system releases hormones into your bloodstream, including adrenaline, testosterone, and cortisol, to prepare you either to stand your ground and fight or to run. Your heart rate accelerates, stomach tightens, skin flushes, pupils dilate, and you lose peripheral vision.


The neurophysiological response to the threat of conflict and rejection makes it challenging to maintain confidence and composure. Attention control is difficult; it's hard to think. Your IQ even drops when you are preoccupied with rejection – a big problem when you need 100 percent of your intellectual acuity to get your customer to buy into and accept the price increase.


Fight or flight can in one circumstance save you from certain death, but in another, unleash a wave of disruptive emotions that knocks you to the ground as you enter price increase conversations.






The Obstacle of Rejection


So there you have it. As humans, we are hardwired to fear rejection and avoid conflict. This natural fear is an important guide that helps us maintain harmony in our relationships with others.


But in the rejection-dense environment of professional selling, the fear of rejection acts less like a guide and more like an obstacle. It is a debilitating force that can hold you back from success in conflict-rich situations like prospecting, closing, negotiating, and approaching customers with price increases.


Sales is among the most difficult professions on the planet because to be successful, you must actively seek out rejection. Your job requires you to become a rejection magnet. When you hit the obstacle of rejection, you cannot turn around and go back. You cannot freeze and do nothing. You must find a way to get past it – around, over, under, or through it.


This is why the biggest challenge for sales and service professionals is learning to become immune to the fear of rejection so that when fight or flight kicks in, you quickly regain composure and choose your behavior.


Remember our soldiers. In firefights, soldiers effectively rise above their natural fight-or-flight response and race headlong into dangerous situations that would cause most people to freeze or run, potentially getting other people killed. This is because the military prepares soldiers to fight before sending them into war zones.


Before sending them into combat, the military ran them through endless live-fire drills and mock combat situations. This training conditioned them to control their emotions and become immune to fear in battle. They learned battle rhythm, operational frameworks, and how to respond effectively in firefights. They drilled and drilled until these responses were rote.


For military recruiters, the light bulb comes on when I draw the parallel between how they learned to be immune to the obstacle of fear on the battlefield and how they can apply the same methodology for becoming immune to the fear of rejection. We'll explore this further in the next chapter.












Exercise 3.1 Braver Than You Think




Recall a time when you overcame fear and found success. It could be proposing to someone you love, asking for a raise, facing your fear of horses, or anytime you had to muster up courage to get something done.


Describe the challenge you were facing and why it filled you with dread:


 


 


 


Explain what you did to overcome your fear and meet the challenge head on:


 


 


 


Describe how you felt after rising to the challenge and what made the experience worthwhile:
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Developing Emotional Self-Control






Imagine that you're sitting at home when suddenly the doorbell rings. You weren't expecting a visitor.


You begin running through a series of images in your mind. Who might be at your door? A door-to-door salesperson, religious group, police, neighbor, politician, delivery, someone who wants to harm you?


With a measure of curiosity and trepidation, you open the door. But it's not any of the things you expected. There, standing before you, is a young, well-groomed Chinese man wearing soccer cleats. With suspicion in your voice you ask, “May I help you?”


Sporting a big grin, he responds, “Yes, I came by to ask if you would take a video of me playing soccer in your backyard.”


Imagine what your reaction might be to such a strange request. Then step into the soccer player's cleats and consider how you might feel standing on a stranger's steps making that same request. Both parties, in this weird moment, would be swept away by a sea of disruptive emotions.


This, by the way, is a true story of how Jia Jiang, an expert in rejection and emotional intelligence, became rejection proof.1 Jiang built immunity to the fear of rejection by intentionally seeking it out.


Each day, he would make these same types of ridiculous requests of total strangers. At times, it was terrifying. He made video recordings of his physical response to rejection and recounted his emotional responses on a public blog. As he faced each new rejection and monitored his response, he became more aware of his emotions and how to control them.


Jiang learned that there is a difference between experiencing emotions and being caught up in them. This self-awareness opened the door to emotional discipline.


Awareness is the act of rising above your emotions and becoming a detached, dispassionate observer. It begins with learning to understand and anticipate the anxiety that comes with price increase conversations.


Through practice, Jia Jiang learned how to control his outward physiology despite the fear he felt. Like a duck, he projected relaxed, confident demeanor above the waterline, even though he was paddling frantically just below the surface.






Developing Obstacle Immunity


An obstacle is defined as something that obstructs or hinders progress – a seemingly insurmountable or difficult problem, or challenge that's in your way. And if we are being honest, that is how most price increase initiatives feel.


I've taken great pains to help you understand why price increases are so unpalatable, with two objectives:




	I want you to know the underlying reasons why you feel the way you do so that you understand that there is nothing wrong with you. The fear of rejection is natural and human.


	I want you to become aware of what you really fear, and with this awareness, open the door to helping you develop emotional discipline in the face of rejection.





The most effective way to learn how to conquer obstacles is to encounter them repeatedly until, instead of looking insurmountable, they seem easy. To become more effective with price increase conversations, you must first do the hard work of getting past your fears. I can explain the process, but I cannot do it or understand it for you.


You must make the decision, like I eventually did, that you are tired of wasting time and energy on worry, stress, and anxiety over your fears. It's up to you to decide that you no longer want to feel intimidated, insecure, and inferior when presenting or asking for price increases. You must decide to change.






Becoming Rejection Proof


Jia Jiang had hit rock-bottom. He needed investors to get his business off of the ground but he was terrified of asking for money. His dream of becoming an entrepreneur had been torpedoed by his deep fear of rejection.


Embarrassed, depressed, and desperate, he had an epiphany. His only hope for achieving his dream was to face rejection head-on. This is where Jiang's improbable journey through 100 days of rejection and eventual obstacle immunity began.


Jiang chronicles how he systematically exposed himself to all levels of rejection in his book Rejection Proof. By asking for money, custom doughnuts, temporary jobs, “burger refills” at a hamburger joint, and the chance to play soccer in a stranger's backyard – among dozens of other requests – he got nose-to-nose with emotional obstacles that would make the average human squirm.


Through this progressive exposure to rejection, a mindset shift occurred. As he became immune to his greatest obstacle, he developed an emotional callus that made it harder for rejection to pierce his thickening skin.


Emotional discipline in the face of potential rejection is like a muscle. The more you exercise it, the stronger you become. Which is exactly why avoiding price increase conversations makes you weaker.


Data from research studies indicate that when your self-esteem and confidence is low, you become even more susceptible to rejection.2 When insecurity consumes you, it is very, very difficult to be successful while selling price increases.


As Jiang progressed through his 100 days of rejection, he began getting improbable yeses. These wins boosted his self-esteem and his confidence, leading to more wins. In a virtuous loop, his confidence made it harder for people to say “no,” which in turn improved his probability of getting a yes, which made him even more relaxed, confident, and assertive.






Four Keys to Developing Price Increase Obstacle Immunity


Adversity is your most powerful and impactful coach. Things that challenge you change you—most often for the better. Here are the four keys to developing obstacle immunity when selling price increases:




	Be ready and open to gaining resilience through the crucible of adversity and pain.


	Intentionally choose to put yourself in uncomfortable, rejection-dense situations.


	Actively seek out rejection by asking confidently for what you want.


	Push through the early pain until you ignite your own virtuous loop of confidence.





Once you begin intentionally facing fears and emotionally uncomfortable situations, you'll learn to anticipate the anxiety that comes right before the obstacle. You'll learn how to shift your internal self-talk and outward physical reaction to that fear.


Soon, the emotional rigors of approaching customers with price increases cease to phase you and it becomes routine. In other words, the more you do it, the more confident and self-assured you become.


You'll gain a sense of mastery and confidence. This leads to higher self-esteem and improved effectiveness in price increase conversations.












Exercise 4.1 10 Days of Rejection




In this exercise, you will begin the process of mastering the fear-of-rejection obstacle. Each day for the next 10 days, you will approach another person and ask for something.


Log what you asked for “The Ask,” who you asked, where you asked, the outcome, and your emotions prior to asking, while you were asking, and after you asked.


Then, reflect on what you learned. Pay close attention to how responses to your asks change, as you gain more confidence.






Day One


The Ask: 


Who You Asked: 


Where You Asked: 


The Outcome: 


Log your emotional state before, during, and after you asked. What did you learn? What behaviors will you adjust before the next ask?


 


 


 


 






Day Two


The Ask: 


Who You Asked: 


Where You Asked: 


The Outcome: 


Log your emotional state before, during, and after you asked. What did you learn? What behaviors will you adjust before the next ask?


 


 


 


 






Day Three


The Ask: 


Who You Asked: 


Where You Asked: 


The Outcome: 


Log your emotional state before, during, and after you asked. What did you learn? What behaviors will you adjust before the next ask?


 


 


 


 






Day Four




The Ask: 


Who You Asked: 


Where You Asked: 


The Outcome: 


Log your emotional state before, during, and after you asked. What did you learn? What behaviors will you adjust before the next ask?


 


 


 


 






Day Five


The Ask: 


Who You Asked: 


Where You Asked: 


The Outcome: 


Log your emotional state before, during, and after you asked. What did you learn? What behaviors will you adjust before the next ask?


 


 


 


 






Day Six




The Ask: 


Who You Asked: 


Where You Asked: 


The Outcome: 


Log your emotional state before, during, and after you asked. What did you learn? What behaviors will you adjust before the next ask?


 


 


 


 






Day Seven




The Ask: 


Who You Asked: 


Where You Asked: 


The Outcome: 


Log your emotional state before, during, and after you asked. What did you learn? What behaviors will you adjust before the next ask?


 


 


 


 






Day Eight


The Ask: 


Who You Asked: 


Where You Asked: 


The Outcome: 


Log your emotional state before, during, and after you asked. What did you learn? What behaviors will you adjust before the next ask?


 


 


 


 






Day Nine


The Ask: 


Who You Asked: 


Where You Asked: 


The Outcome: 




Log your emotional state before, during, and after you asked. What did you learn? What behaviors will you adjust before the next ask?
 

 


 


 


 






Day Ten


The Ask: 


Who You Asked: 


Where You Asked: 


The Outcome: 


Log your emotional state before, during, and after you asked. What did you learn? What behaviors will you adjust before the next ask?


 


 


 


 






Challenge


Now that you've successfully completed 10 days of rejection, continue this exercise for the next 90 days until you have mastered this obstacle and become rejection proof.
















Notes




	1.  Jia Jiang, Rejection Proof (New York: Harmony Books, 2015).


	2.  Amanda L. Chan, “This Is Why Rejection Hurts – and How to Cope with It,” Huffington Post (March 14, 2014). https://www.news.com.au/lifestyle/health/this-is-why-rejection-hurts--and-how-to-cope-with-it/news-story/b9847b1469a5e0703b00605e21ed860e.
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Stop Worrying, Start Preparing






Mark Twain once said, “I've experienced many terrible things in my life, a few of which actually happened.”


From a purely evolutionary point of view, worry can be a good thing, because people who avoided danger in the first place were more likely to perpetuate their genes. But there is a big difference between avoiding something that might kill you and allowing worry about approaching customers for price increases to derail you.


Worrying about customer responses to price increases that have not yet happened is the genesis of unnecessary anxiety. When, in your mind, you see your customer yelling at you, canceling their orders and contracts, and rejecting you, it creates insecurity where it didn't previously exist, causing you to overthink, procrastinate, become paralyzed, or avoid approaching your customer with the price increase altogether.






Preparation and Practice


Preparing in advance of price increase conversations is a key to easing worry and maintaining emotional discipline. When it comes to these crucial conversations, winging it and leaving outcomes to chance is exceedingly stupid.


Savvy sales professionals build their plan and practice price increase conversations in advance. Planning allows you to:




	Develop and practice messaging.


	Build a business case.


	Determine best- and worst-case outcomes.


	Plan for questions or objections that may surface.


	Consider fallback positions.


	Set targets and limits when negotiating.


	Review the list of stakeholders, step into their shoes, and consider their viewpoints.


	Prepare to flex to stakeholder communication styles.


	Anticipate and practice multiple scenarios.





Practicing and running through different scenarios is one of the keys to keeping your emotions in check and developing obstacle immunity for a specific price increase situation. Role-play scenarios with your manager or team members. Play out all the worst-case scenarios so you are prepared for any eventuality.












Leadership and Coaching Pro Tip


Leverage Murder Boarding Sessions for Large Account Price Increases


There is much at stake when you engage your largest and most important accounts in price increase conversations. Price increases on these accounts can have a massive and lasting impact on your organization, bonuses, and commissions.


Since these accounts are large, and usually know it, they have more leverage at the negotiation table than the average account. These customers also employ professional buyers whose core job is to block or reduce your price increase.


There is also the risk of losing the account or future orders to a competitor if you make the wrong move.


In The Lord of the Rings, Gollum is famous for muttering “my precious” as he clings desperately to the ring he holds so dear. His emotional attachment to the ring is so strong that he follows it to his death. Many account managers have a similar emotional attachment to their largest accounts. This attachment feeds their fears about all the bad things that could go wrong if they approach these customers with price increases.


Objectivity is a big problem when sales professionals are consumed by fear. A powerful coaching tool to help them rise above these disruptive emotions and make objective decisions about how to approach strategic accounts for price increases is the murder boarding exercise.


Murder boarding helps reduce fear, increase awareness, and develop emotional control by poking holes in those fears, objectively assessing risk, exposing blind spots, bringing delusion to the surface, and playing out worse-case scenarios.


Murder boarding sessions should be facilitated by you and conducted as a team. During the exercise, you will lead a discussion in which the team explores and strategizes each potential price increase scenario and outcome – including losing the account to a competitor.


This should not be a broad 30,000-foot conversation. Instead, it is a deep dive into the minutia that could potentially kill the price increase. Nothing is sacred. Every relationship gap, potential unknown, competitor, quality issue, product weakness, and service deficiency should be treated as a villain.


By leveraging the perspectives and opinions of other team members, you help your seller get real about the price increase opportunity and develop a stronger, more strategic plan. Along the way, the team gets stronger and more aware because they learn from each other.


Most importantly, it gives your account managers confidence as they meet with their largest accounts, which ultimately results in better price increase outcomes.










 



Know Your Emotional Triggers


Some emotional triggers, like getting cut off in traffic or being confronted by a rude person, occur without your consent. Others, like allowing yourself to walk into a price increase conversation when you are tired, hungry, or unprepared and feeling insecure, are self-inflicted.


In some situations, disruptive emotions are triggered by the way certain people communicate, specific words, or the particular circumstance. Professional buyers, for example, usually know how to push your buttons and create frustration, anger, fear, attachment, and insecurity. They know how to make you feel guilty about the price increase, pull your worst fears to the surface, and thwart your price increase efforts.


Practice dealing with these emotional triggers. Become aware of both your physiological and emotional responses before and at the point of the trigger – especially how the fight-or-flight response impacts your ability to think on your feet.


When you are aware of the specific emotional triggers that derail you and how and where they happen, it becomes much easier to avoid, plan for, anticipate, or respond to them appropriately, making you stronger and more resilient. With this awareness, you will master the ability to consciously rise above the emotion, maintain relaxed, assertive confidence, choose your response, and accomplish your objective.






Leverage Positive Visualization and Self-Talk


You've learned that your brain is hardwired to anticipate and dwell on worst-case scenarios. When you face an emotionally unpleasant task, it is human nature to begin fabricating negative outcomes. This is why the greatest failures in price increase conversations are most often self-inflicted.


There is an endless and ongoing stream of chatter inside your head, shaping your emotions and outward actions. The conversation you are having with yourself will either lead to a confident mindset or lead to self-doubt and insecurity.


For instance, Abby expects to encounter resistance when she presents her customer with a price increase. This negative visualization causes her to worry, and brings her worst fears to the surface.


As she approaches the conversation, worried that her customer will quit and go to a competitor, fight or flight begins to kick in. In this state she stumbles over her words and comes off sounding insecure.


The customer pushes back hard bringing up several old service issues that happened over a year ago. Abby is shaken, embarrassed, and unable to counter her customer's argument and defend the price increase.


Had Abby approached the conversation with confidence, her demeanor alone would have reduced resistance and generated a more positive outcome. It is for this reason that elite athletes and elite salespeople employ visualization to preprogram the subconscious brain. When you visualize success, you teach your mind to act in a way that is congruent with actualizing that success.


Unlike emotions that are activated without your consent, self-talk and positive visualization are completely within your control. You make the choice to think positively or negatively. To pick yourself up or tear yourself down. To see a glass half-full or half-empty.


Before going into a price increase conversation, sit quietly and listen to your self-talk. Then resolve to change those words and what you see in your mind to support how you want to act, how you want to feel, and the outcome you desire.


In your mind's eye, go step-by-step through each part of the conversation with your customer and every potential scenario. Focus on how it feels to be confident. Imagine what you will say and what you will ask. Visualize yourself succeeding. Repeat this process again and again until you've trained your mind to manage the disruptive emotions that derail you.


Preparation calms the mind and builds confidence. You'll find that when you take the time to visualize success and practice, the actual price increase conversation seems much easier than what you worried about. Your mind is prepared to anticipate disruptive emotions, rise above them, secure the price increase, and protect your customer relationship.












Exercise 5.1 Visualize Success




Take a moment to reflect on an upcoming price increase conversation that is causing you concern or worry.


Account Name: 


Key Stakeholders: 


Situation Narrative: How much is the price increase? How is it being applied? Why now? Why do you need the price increase?


 


 


 


 


What are your specific fears and worries about approaching your customer with the price increase? Listen to your self-talk; what are you telling yourself about what could go wrong?


 


 


 


 


Think through the unique situation and practice visualizing a positive outcome. Begin by focusing on your breathing. Slow it down.


Then in your mind's eye, go step-by-step through each part of the conversation.


Focus on how it feels to be confident. Imagine what you will say, what you will ask. Visualize yourself succeeding.


Repeat this process again and again with different conversation scenarios until you've trained your mind to rise above your fears and feel that you can approach the conversation with relaxed, assertive confidence.












 



Part One Wrap-Up: Reflections


Before moving to the next lesson take a moment to reflect on what you have learned and answer these questions:




	What are your biggest fears about selling price increases to customers?

 


 


 


 


 





	What do you feel holds you back from effectively following through on price increase conversations with clients?

 


 


 


 


 





	What can you do to become more comfortable with selling price increases, and overcoming other fears in life?

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 








For a deeper dive into rising about your fear of rejection and becoming rejection-proof, read Objections.











PART II
Protect Customer Relationships
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Relationships Matter






Here is a blinding flash of the obvious: The effort you put into selling price increases doesn't matter if you lose your customers or their future orders in the process.


Chasing your good customers and high-value accounts into the arms of your competitors is bad business. But, so is allowing profits to suffer because you are afraid to get the prices you deserve, for the value you are delivering, because you worry you'll lose your customers.






Price Increase Initiatives Are Dual Focused


No matter if you are involved in a broad price increase campaign or selling a price increase to a targeted account, your mission is to get the highest prices you can, AND retain your customer and orders. To accomplish your mission, both of these things must be true at the same time. It is a dual focus. This can be a delicate balance, which is exactly why your company needs YOU to sell these price increases.


You are the one person with the most intimate knowledge of and deepest relationships with your customers. You are a professional who can sell the price increase and get customers to accept it while protecting the long-term relationship.


But, you already know this. Therefore, my objective in this section is to help you gain awareness of the various pitfalls you'll face when approaching customers with price increases that can cause them to:




	Argue you out of it.


	Negotiate it down.


	Refuse to pay it.


	Stop ordering.


	Leave you for a competitor.









Navigating Imperfection


Let's get this straight from the get-go. You do not work for a perfect company. Your product, software, or service is flawed. There have been quality issues, delivery issues, service disruptions, and shutdowns.


Your customer success team, service delivery team, warehouse, billing department, help desk, technicians, engineers, programmers, and installers, have made mistakes, shown up late, and said stupid things to your customers. From time to time, your team has managed to piss off your customers, leaving you to clean up their mess.


You have more customers and more on your plate than you can manage. Because of this, you've missed calls and haven't been able to get to some of your customers as quickly as they'd like. Some of them are not happy with you.


Your customers make unreasonable demands even though sometimes they don't see it that way. Some of your customers demand more of you than you can deliver. Many of these same customers consistently point out product imperfections, call about service deficiencies, and inform you that your competitors have better quality at lower prices.


This is reality. The real world. Yet, in spite of it you will still be required to navigate these imperfections and sell the price increases. That's also the truth.


There are few unicorn situations in which all the stars are aligned and customers are so satisfied and happy that they willingly agree to every price increase with zero pushback. Of course, if everything was perfect and it was this easy, you would be unemployed because your company wouldn't need you.


There is nothing easy about approaching customers with price increases. You don't want to sell it and they don't want to buy it. Therefore, you must get past your own fears and influence your customers to accept price increases that they don't want in spite of these imperfections.






We Feel, Then We Think


Price increases don't happen in a vacuum. Instead, they are woven into the fabric of an imperfect and flawed business environment AND human emotions. No matter the situation, emotions – yours and those of your customer – play a deciding role in the outcomes of your price increase conversations.


Science is stacking up one study after another demonstrating how emotions exert power over the choices we make. Human decision-making is driven by our emotions. Although we might be certain that we're making choices based on rational logic, our own best interests, or organized facts, science says that we usually don't.1


For this reason, your customer's emotional experience while working with you is a more consistent predictor of price increase outcomes than any other variable. There is an oft-expressed maxim: They'll forget what you said, they'll forget what you did, but they will never forget how you made them feel.


As humans, we feel first, then we think. This is why relationships matter, interpersonal connections matter, and approaching price increases through the lens of human emotions matters.


This is why you matter. Emotion is the glue that connects customers to you and those emotional connections are the ultimate key to maximizing price increases while retaining your customers.






Customers Are People


Business-to-business (B2B) relationships are different and more complex than consumer-based relationships. B2B relationships may involve large sums of money, contractual agreements, strategic relationships, and layers of influencers and end users. Relationships tend to be long-term rather than transactional.


On the outside looking in, these business relationships appear to be, as they say, “nothing personal, just business.” However, on the inside, at the core, in B2B relationships, customers are still people. They are irrational humans who are driven by emotion just like you. Not companies, not departments, not org charts, not job titles. People.


Emotional people with their own agendas. Sometimes complaining, belligerent people who seem to lack any semblance of logic or reason. They will almost always default to their own self-interest, despite a price increase that may be fair and deserved.


Perhaps, then, this is the most important lesson: Selling price increases is human. You aren't selling price increases to a company; you are selling them to other people. At the granular level, it is just one person (you) influencing another person (your customer) to accept the price increase without resenting you for it.


What's important to understand, though, is that your leaders are sending you in personally to have a conversation with your customer because they are counting on you to mitigate potential negative outcomes. With price increases, you cannot lose sight of the lifetime value of the relationships you've developed and nurtured.


This is our focus in Part Two, “Protect Customer Relationships.” In this section we're going to do a deep dive into:




	Avoiding price increase mistakes that harm relationships and open the doors for your competitors


	Timing the price increase conversation


	Communicating price increases


	How to earn the price increase















Exercise 6.1 Relationship Inventory




Reflect on some of your relationships with customers that really stand out. Pick one that's particularly good, one that's been a struggle, and one that isn't very close at all. Identify the people you either look forward to working with or dread hearing from. What makes the relationship work the way it does?






Best Client Relationship


Account Name: 


Key Relationships: 




	What makes this relationship work really well? Give an example of a time when you and the client worked together to solve a problem:





 


 


 


 






Difficult Client Relationship


Account Name: 


Key Relationships: 




	What about this relationship do you struggle with most? Give an example of a time when you and the client worked together to solve a problem (or at least tried to):





 


 


 


 






Distant Client Relationship


Account Name: 


Key Relationships: 




	What do you think could change if you were able to strengthen this client relationship?





 


 


 


 






What Can You Learn?




	What do you do in your best client relationship that you can apply in your weaker relationships?





 


 


 


 
















Note




	1.  Antonio Damasio, Descartes' Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain (New York: Putnam, 1994; rev. ed., Penguin, 2005).
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Triggering Resentment and Contempt






Let's review the five fears from Chapter 2. We fear that when presented with a price increase, customers will:




	Defect to a competitor and we'll lose the account.


	Stop buying or reduce purchases of a particular product or service.


	Bring up past service deficiencies or product-quality defects as an objection to the price increase.


	No longer like or trust us and the once-friendly relationship we had with the account stakeholders will disintegrate.


	Get angry, argue, and pummel us with hard objections and rejection.





Though each of these worries are stoked by our own fear of rejection, they are also legitimate concerns. The wrong approach to price increase conversations can lead to these outcomes.


 



Treading on Raw Emotions


Step into your customer's shoes for just a moment and consider what is truly important to them. Perhaps you think that they want low prices, savings, value for their money, or a fair return on investment. While these things and more are important, it's not what they really want.


In the last chapter we established that we are dealing with irrational emotional human beings. People who feel first, then think. People who want the same things as you. They want to feel:




	Appreciated


	Significant


	Respected


	Safe and secure


	That their boss is pleased


	That they have done a good job


	Proud that they have made good decisions


	Satisfied that they are paying a fair price





These are the outcomes that matter to your customers much more than price.


On the other hand, they do not want to lose face, feel that you are taking advantage of them, feel stupid or embarrassed, be surprised or feel uncertain, have their significance diminished through disrespect, or feel that they are being taken for granted. One of the most important keys to raising prices without losing customers is being careful not to inadvertently cause customers to resent you by treading on these negative emotions.






The Gangrene of Relationships


Resentment and contempt are the most negative and destructive human emotions. These emotions are the gangrene of customer relationships, festering below the surface, often unspoken. They slowly rot away the connections that bind you and your customer together until the relationship is destroyed.


Resentment is a combination of bitterness, indignation, irritation, displeasure, dissatisfaction, disgruntlement, discontentment, acrimony, rancor, animosity, hostility, enmity, and hate. It is most frequently triggered by an emotional injury like rejection, humiliation, losing face, feeling used or taken advantage of, or a perceived injustice – like perhaps a price increase you feel was undeserved or shoved down your throat.


Resentment can be so emotionally debilitating that it is impossible to deal rationally with someone who is consumed by the emotion. They often replay and relive the perceived grievance over and over again in their head until it triggers anger, hatred, distrust, and the desire to get revenge.


Resentment is a monster that degrades and destroys relationships because, unchecked, it turns into contempt – which is disdain, scorn, and the total lack of respect for you. Once the feeling of contempt is triggered, communication and cooperation become a challenge, creating a downward spiral that makes recovery insurmountable.


In this untenable situation, marred by distrust and lack of transparency, it becomes impossible to save the relationship. This is why it is critically important that you carefully plan your approach to price increase conversations to avoid creating resentment.






Making Amends


I'll never forget my first call to Jeffrey. He was the key contact at an account that had just been assigned to me. My predecessor, his previous national account executive had been fired and I was the lucky recipient of her accounts.


When Jeffrey answered the phone and I introduced myself as his new national account executive, I was blasted by a string of expletives from a very unhappy customer.


There were service problems at his locations. The product we were delivering was damaged and lacked quality. Deliveries weren't being made on time. Billing issues were rampant. He was getting no response to his complaints and was furious that he was being taken for granted. “Nobody cares,” he repeated several times.


Pick a problem and Jeffrey had it. But the biggest problem was that no one was paying attention to him. He felt ignored, unimportant, and unappreciated. I could hear the resentment in his voice.


He told me that my competitor wanted his business and he was inclined to give it to them. Following the conversation, I called my boss and told her that the account was unsavable and that we should be prepared to lose it.


A week later, I flew to Dallas to meet Jeffery. We sat down at a coffee shop and talked. I just listened and let him rant. When he had gotten everything off of his chest, I agreed that he had received very poor treatment.


“You shouldn't have to feel this way,” I said. “I know that we don't deserve a second chance and I'm asking for a lot. However, since I've just taken over your account, will you please give me a chance to fix things?” He agreed to give me a shot, but I could tell he didn't believe that I'd actually follow through on my promises.


I flew to Dallas every month for the next year to review our progress. I made sure to never make promises that I couldn't keep. In between meetings, we talked on the phone frequently. I made sure that he felt appreciated and important. Along the way, we became friends.


Once I'd built trust with Jeffrey, he started giving me more orders and allowed us to serve more of his locations. Within two years, the revenue volume of his account expanded from $500,000 when I took it over to more than $5 million. He became one of my largest and most important customers.


In the third year that I owned the account, Jeffrey made a long-term commitment to me by signing a multiyear contract that included a significant price increase. It was a huge win that resulted in a big bonus, a trip to President's Club, and a promotion. Though I no longer work for that company, years later, Jeffrey and I are still friends.


There is no doubt that you can save customers when a relationship has been marred by resentment. But it is very difficult and sometimes impossible. This is especially true when that resentment has transformed into a feeling of contempt. Therefore, it is best to protect your relationships by avoiding triggering these emotions in the first place.


Should you find yourself in a situation in which a relationship with a customer feels broken, it is important to understand that it cannot be fixed with intentions, only action. Furthermore, rebuilding a trusting, healthy relationship with your customer is a process, not an event. To successfully pull a relationship out of a tail spin you must take ownership, show up consistently, keep promises, and sincerely invest in the relationship.






The Procrastination Train Wreck


One of the easiest ways to trigger resentment and piss off your customers is to wait until the last minute to spring the price increase on them. This is especially bad behavior when your price increase impacts their operations, customers, forecasted financials, or critical parts of their business.


On the other side of the table, your customer is likely to erupt with anger and pushback because you surprised them and turned their world upside down. All it takes is just a little empathy to step into their shoes to see just how awful this can be.


Suppose that you are the general manager of a division of a $500 million company. Two weeks ago, you met with your CEO and reviewed your forecast for the year. You made a commitment to hit those numbers, and your bonus is tied to that commitment.


Then you get the unexpected news of a big price increase from one of your key suppliers. The price increase is going to take seven points off of the profit contribution you forecasted. You received this nasty surprise because your account manager waited 90 days to discuss the price increase with you. Trust me, in this situation, you'd be panicked, angry, and insanely resentful.


Let's not mince words. The account manager procrastinated because they were afraid of having what they knew would be a tough and uncomfortable conversation. The two-headed beast of conflict avoidance and fear of rejection raised its ugly head.


Then they ran out of time. The boss was asking questions. Billing was pushing for answers. The pressure was on. So in a mad, emotional rush, the account manager dropped the last-minute price increase in your lap.


In these situations, when sellers wait too long to have the conversation, it rarely goes well. They approach the conversation in a defensive position ready for a fight or tip-toe in, soaked in insecurity. In this state, they muddle the messaging and make things even worse.


Do not procrastinate. Present price increases to customers as early as possible to give them plenty of time to accept them.










Leadership and Coaching Pro Tip


Procrastination


It is human nature to put off the things that we don't want to do. Sometimes we don't even realize that we are procrastinating until it is too late.


Since sales professionals hate price increase initiatives, without your leadership, they will procrastinate and create train wrecks that you'll be forced to clean up – usually with the wrong customer at the wrong time.


As the leader, you play an important role in keeping your sellers on track with price increase conversations:




	Start with building a targeted list of accounts and setting deadlines for each account.


	Review and gain commitments to price increase conversation deadlines with each person on your team.


	Require appointments to be set with each customer and placed on calendars and in the CRM.


	Follow up on progress weekly in team meetings and one to one. As a best practice, post the list and deadlines publicly for more accountability.


	Coach sellers who are struggling to meet deadlines or making excuses to overcome their fear and conflict aversion.













 



Procrastination Can Put Customers in a Bad Position


Depending on the situation, your price increase has the potential to feel like a threat. It can potentially disrupt your customer's operations, create unanticipated planning headaches, and negatively impact forecasts, their customers, and potentially bonuses and income.


You must be acutely aware that anything they feel threatens their safety and security can result in an intense emotional response that has the potential to rip the relationship apart. This is the risk you take when you procrastinate on approaching your customers with price increases.


Get price increases in front of your customers as soon as possible so that they have time to work through the acceptance process and adapt and adjust their operations to absorb the increase.




Eat the Frog


Mark Twain once said, “If it's your job to eat a frog, it's best to do it first thing in the morning. And if it's your job to eat two frogs, it's best to eat the biggest one first.”


Frogs are those important things that you are most likely to put off. Those tough but crucial price increase conversations are like eating big, fat slimy bullfrogs. It’s hard to sugarcoat frogs. The thought of eating one, turns your stomach.


The thing about a frog, though, is the longer it sits on your plate, the nastier it gets. And, that's when the bargaining starts. Instead of just eating it and getting it over with, you make deals with yourself to “double up” on your frog eating tomorrow.


But it does not pay to put off frog eating. Frogs don't get more appetizing over time, and if you don't eat the frog, it will eventually eat you. The stress and anxiety that build up as you waste time worrying about it only serves to make you miserable and drains your energy. Once you start procrastinating on price increase conversations, it's a downward spiral that does not end well for you or your customers.


Eventually, your customer will need to know about the price increase. You can pretend it's not there, but sooner or later you are going to have to eat that frog. Your choice is to take it to them early and give them time and space to accept it, or surprise them at the last minute, break trust, create resentment, and eventually lose them to a competitor.


Do not procrastinate, even when you think the conversation is going to be awful. Take action. Eat the frog.












Exercise 7.1 The Harsh Effects of Resentment




Consider a time when, as a customer, you felt resentment toward a company.


What triggered your feelings? Did it come after a sudden snap or a slow burn?


 


 


 


 


Describe your emotions and how the experience changed your perspective on the company.


 


 


 


 


After the experience, what could the company have done to win back your trust and business, if at all?


 


 


 


 


What could the company have done to prevent this from happening in the first place?


 


 


 


 






















Exercise 7.2 Price Increase Procrastination




Take a moment to reflect on the accounts where you are putting off price increase conversations.


Make a list of the accounts below. Set a firm date for having the price increase conversation with your customer. Reflect on why you feel you are procrastinating and resolve to get past this emotional hang-up.


Account Name: 


Date for Conversation: 


Why are you procrastinating?


 


 


 


Account Name: 


Date for Conversation: 


Why are you procrastinating?


 


 


 


Account Name: 


Date for Conversation: 


Why are you procrastinating?


 


 


 


Account Name: 


Date for Conversation: 


Why are you procrastinating?


 


 


 


Account Name: 


Date for Conversation: 


Why are you procrastinating?
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Wait, I Don't Even Know You!






As the CEO of a small company, I deal with a number of software vendors. Some of these software platforms are mission critical to the success of our business. Without them, we cannot serve our customers. For this reason, I like to maintain good relationships with my account managers to ensure that we are on top of new features and updates and that there are no interruptions in service.


For several years, I'd had a great relationship with Alexander, the account manager for our most important technology platform. This software is complex and the help desk often struggles to assist us because they don't always understand it, either. But no matter, Alexander was always responsive and would jump in at a moment's notice to help us. He did a great job and we rewarded him by purchasing plugins and additional features.


Then one day in early March, we lost Alexander as our account manager. He apparently had done such a good job that he received a promotion. Good for Alexander, bad for us.


We were told that our new account manager would be Mackenzie, and she would be contacting us soon to make an introduction. We waited patiently but heard nothing from her all spring. Months went by. Crickets.


Then in late summer we had an issue with the platform and I tried to contact her for help. But she didn't respond to me. Instead, she forwarded my email to support. She never followed up to see if the issue was resolved.


I'll admit that at this point, I was getting a little bit miffed. We spent more money with this vendor than any of our others. Where I used to feel important, now I felt taken for granted and that my account didn't matter.


Finally, in November, I received an email from Mackenzie asking for a meeting. Although I was unhappy at being ignored for the past six months, I was still looking forward to initiating this important relationship. A number of new features had been released, and I wanted to review them with her.


Mackenzie was on time for our meeting. She introduced herself, made an insincere apology for taking so long to meet with me. In a terse, emotionless tone, she proceeded to tell me that due to some mysterious “usage increase,” we would be getting a significant price increase starting in December.






Instant Resentment


Sadly, this same scenario plays out far too often for account managers who have never met their customer. Trust me on this, when your very first contact with a customer is to discuss a price increase it is a very stupid way to initiate a relationship and a quick trip to losing your customer.


The absence of relationship and trust makes the conversation a hundred times more difficult and can quickly fuel resentment. In my case, I was almost speechless. I could not believe that this person who was supposed to be my advocate disrespected me at this level. She didn't even try to build a relationship with me first. Zero effort.


Pissed off doesn't even begin to describe how I felt. Making things worse, the price increase would take a huge chunk out of our profits. We had no time to plan for it, and there was no way in the short-term to pass it along to our customers.


I was so resentful of the way I had been treated that I tracked down the CEO, chairman of the board, and several other senior executives and wrote them about how I felt. Then, even though it was going to cause a massive disruption to our operations, I resolved to find another vendor.


This is an important thing to remember about resentment, it fuels the need for revenge. I wanted my pound of flesh. I was as angry as I'd ever been at a vendor and worked relentlessly to find a new software platform and develop a transition plan.


When one of the executives to whom I'd written finally contacted me to apologize, I told her that it was too little, too late. I'd already found another software platform (their archrival) and was in the process of making the switch.


That set off a wave of frantic calls from their organization begging me not to leave. In the end, I stayed after they reduced my price by 20 percent and threw in several new plugins. They also promised that we would never, ever have to deal with Mackenzie again.


Sadly, I was so jaded by the experience that my relationship with this organization has never recovered. Two years later, I am still highly distrustful and I've developed a rock-solid contingency plan to transition to the other software program at the drop of a hat should they ever treat me like that again.
 



What Have You Done for Me Lately?


If you've failed to manage your accounts, proactively solve problems, and consistently deliver value, when you present a price increase, your customer's mindset may be, “What have you done for me lately?” They may feel that you are taking them for granted.


In the iconic love song “You Don't Bring Me Flowers,” two lovers who have drifted apart, describe the feeling of being taken for granted, “You don't send me flowers, you don't sing me love songs, you hardly talk to me anymore.”


The most insatiable human need is to feel that we matter, that we are important. Being taken for granted is a hurtful and tangible form of rejection when another person shows you through their inattention that you no longer matter or are valued.


Think about a time when you've been taken for granted (we have all been there). When the person who was taking you for granted and making no investment in the relationship showed up on your doorstep asking for something, did you feel inclined to give it to them or did you feel insanely resentful that they even had the nerve to ask?


When you take your customers for granted, leaving you for a competitor, rather than putting up with your price increase, becomes an infinitely easier decision for them.










Leadership and Coaching Pro Tip


Relationship Status and Pre-Price Increase Campaigns


Before sending your account managers out to have price-increase conversations, review the account list with them and discuss the relationship status of each account. Review the CRM for call notes and last contact dates.


Help your account managers develop pre–price increase initiative campaigns with customers that they have never met or have not contacted recently. Hold your account managers accountable for executing these campaigns prior to presenting the price increase.












 



Neglect: The Grim Reaper of Account Retention


The reality is most customers are lost because of neglect. They feel taken for granted and unimportant. Neglect happens slowly. It creeps up on customer relationships. It happens because you get into the habit of fighting fires rather than preventing them.


You ignore the customers that aren't squeaky wheels. They ignore you too, because they're busy with other things and nothing is on fire.


Even though competitors are calling on them to get them to switch, they stick with you because change is risky and takes work. You know how it goes. If things aren't broken, don't fix them. They tell your competitors that they're happy and not interested.


Then, out of nowhere, you show up on their doorstep with a price increase. That's when your customer realizes that you've been taking them for granted. They begin scrutinizing and peeling back the onion on your relationship.


They discover service issues and quality problems that you've allowed to smolder just below the service because you weren't paying attention. They find your mistakes. Billing issues, shortages, unreturned calls, missed deliveries.


With the litany of service issues in hand, they take the moral high ground. They push back on your price increase and pound you with objections. You are suddenly on the defensive. In two shakes, you jumped from a price increase conversation into a desperate attempt to save your account.


Your competitor is now happily in the picture. They're offering lower prices, new technology, better services, and promises to be more attentive and never to take your customer for granted. You, at least in your customer's eyes, are just offering empty promises and more of the same at higher prices.


If, by some chance, you save the account, you'll likely do so by offering a significant price decrease and more generous terms and conditions. Good luck.


If you are not actively managing your accounts and engaging your customers as a trusted resource, you are playing Russian Roulette with price increases, future sales, and account retention.




Invest in Relationships Before You Ask for a Price Increase


Had McKenzie invested in the relationship first, then presented the price increase, I very well might have sucked it up and accepted it. It certainly wouldn't have shattered my trust in her and her organization, and I seriously doubt I would have written a letter to the chairman of the board.


This should not be a heavy lift. When you are assigned a new customer, do not wait to make contact. Begin investing in the relationship immediately. With existing customers, set up a proactive system that keeps you in front of them regularly.


However, if you are tasked with approaching customers that you have ignored or have never met with a price increase, ensure that the first time that they meet you or see you in months is not that conversation. Instead, initiate a pre–price increase conversation campaign to shift the relationship dynamic in your favor:




	Get proactive and start talking to them 60–90 days from your planned price increase conversation.


	Develop a three- to five-touch/contact plan to invest in the relationship and add value prior to presenting them with the price increase. Get these conversations booked as appointments and scheduled on your calendar.


	Uncover problems you can solve.


	Conduct a business or account review.


	Meet the other stakeholders.


	Fix service issues.


	Provide a value-add service.


	Let them know that you appreciate their business.





Then, once the relationship is established, make your case for the price increase.












Exercise 8.1 Make New Accounts Feel Important




Review your assigned accounts. Choose a customer that you have never met or with whom you have no relationship. Develop and execute a five-touch plan for the account to help you develop the relationship and let your customer know that they are important.


Account Name: 






Five-Touch Relationship Building Plan (Include Action Step and Date)
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Price Increases When You Have All the Power






There are certain situations where your customer cannot survive without your product, service, or software:




	There are supply chain constraints or shortages, and you are the only supplier.


	Disruption to your service or the supply of your product would have a significant and negative impact on your customers' sales to their customers.


	Switching to your competitor would be too costly and onerous.


	Your service or software is so integrated into your customer's workflows and operations that it would be nearly impossible to unwind it, without disrupting their operations. If you turned it off, it would effectively shut down their business.


	Your offering is far superior to that of your competitors, making you their only viable option.





In these situations, because the risk of losing your customer in the short-term is minimal, you have the leverage and power to maximize price increases. You won't be asking for or negotiating that increase. You'll be telling them what the price increase is going to be and it won't be optional.






You Need Me More Than I Need You


I want you to take a moment to recall a time when you needed help from a government agency like the DMV. Step back and remember what it felt like when the people working there treated you like you needed them more than they needed you.


They did it simply because they could. They had all of the power and if you complained or failed to comply, then no driver's license for you.


It stinks, but you had to bite your lip and take it. It made you feel powerless, small, vulnerable, and that you lacked any control. This likely led to feelings of anger and resentment. You certainly didn't walk away from those experiences with a desire to go back for more.


When you have all of the power it is easy to treat customers as things or objects to be exploited, rather than people who should be served. You may:




	Approach the price increase conversation with cold arrogance, causing your customer to feel that the price increase is being shoved down their throat with no recourse.


	Cause your customer to lose face or feel embarrassment.


	Shortcut explaining why the price increase is necessary.


	Keep them at arm's length to avoid any confrontation or argument by communicating via email or text.


	Disrespect your customer by treating them like they need you more than you need them.





You and your team may even feel resentful of customers that have been paying too little for the value you deliver, and now that market conditions have shifted in your favor, you are looking forward to sticking it to them.


This arrogance may give you a win in the short-term but in the long run, you will lose. You've learned that resentment is an emotional monster that desires revenge and retribution. This feeling becomes even more intense when people feel that you are unfairly taking advantage of their weak position.


It can also lead to explosive conflict. When your customers know that you have all of the power, they feel vulnerable. This vulnerability can cause them to push back harder in an attempt to bluff you into believing that they have more power than they do. It's the same way a Chihuahua will go on the offensive with a Great Dane.




Lead with Empathy


Even when market conditions are such that you can raise prices indiscriminately because customers have nowhere else to go, it is in your best interest to leverage restraint and play the long game.


It's absolutely fair and your responsibility to increase prices when you have the opportunity. But at the same time, you must also protect long-term relationships and future profits.


Author Dean Koontz once said, “Some people think only intellect counts: knowing how to identify an advantage and seize it. But the functions of intellect are insufficient without courage, love, friendship, and empathy.”


When dealing with people, empathy is king. It helps guide your approach to presenting the price increase in a way that demonstrates that you understand your customer's perspective. Empathy is the ability to step into their shoes and experience emotion from their perspective – to understand and identify with their feelings and motivations.


Customers are people. They are emotional, irrational humans. They feel fear and stress. They are overworked and underpaid. They are time starved. They have ambitions and goals. They have families and priorities. They have an insatiable need to feel important and appreciated.


The Golden Rule – treat others in the same manner you want to be treated – is perhaps the most powerful and universal principle guiding human relationships. It is simple, straightforward. Consider how you would want to be treated if you were your customer facing an inevitable and mandatory price increase. Then do that.


In these situations:




	Be transparent and up front about the price increase.


	Have the conversation in person (physical, video, or phone).


	Clearly explain the reasoning behind it and make your business case.


	Show your customer respect. They know that you hold all the cards. Treat them as you would if they were in the power position and allow them to save face.


	Give them plenty of time to accept the price increase and the space to express their frustrations. Listen.


	Find ways to add additional value to help offset the sting of the price increase.


	Get in the trenches with them and help them with strategies to absorb the price increase – especially when it impacts a product that they resell to their customers.





Humans have an acute sense of fairness. When they feel that you care, are an advocate working for their best interests, and being fair to them, they'll trust you and appreciate your efforts.


Nobody likes a price increase, but they'll accept it when you treat them with respect, give them a reasonable explanation, invest in the relationship, and deliver value.












Exercise 9.1 Cultivate Empathy and Fairness




When you have all the power, it can be tempting to fly through price increase conversations on auto-pilot. Don't. Remember that the price increase is going to bring your customers a degree of pain. With some advance planning, you can create a way to connect with clients with respect and empathy.


What are three things you can say to clients to soften the blow and let them know that you truly value their business?
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Make Breaking Up Hard to Do






I started this section with an important premise: When selling price increases, your mission is to maximize revenue AND retain your orders and customers.


Selling price increases requires a dual focus. It's like playing offense and defense in sports. The offense is tasked with scoring as many points as possible while the defense focuses on keeping their competitor out of the end zone.


In Part Three, “Approaching Price Increase Conversations,” you are going to learn frameworks for targeting, messaging, and conducting effective price increase conversations. Think of these tactics as your offense.


Still, no matter how you approach it, customers are not going to be thrilled about getting a price increase. Some of them will threaten to start buying from your competitor if you raise their prices. Therefore, your best defense for making your price increase stick without losing your customer is to make breaking up with you hard to do.






Leveraging the Status Quo Bias


The good news is that you have both physics and psychology on your side.


First, physics. Change is difficult because it takes lots of energy and effort to get a stationary object moving. In order to change, your customer must start from a standstill, expending time, resources, emotions, and energy to begin a search, unwind their relationship with you, and potentially disrupt their business.


So, even though their emotions may compel them to seek out an alternative when presented with your price increase, their emotional momentum more often than not comes to a stop at the hard reality of a cost/benefit analysis.


This brings us to psychology. Humans don't like change. We actively work to avoid it. We stick to our routines and favorites. We live by the motto, “If it ain't broke, don't fix it.” When someone even suggests that a change might be made, we become anxious, cynical, and rebellious—even if that change is in our favor.


This natural bias toward keeping things status quo gives you a distinct advantage as the incumbent vendor. The status quo bias acts like a shield around your accounts that keeps competitors at bay.


Humans live with an underlying fear that change will make things worse. We are driven to avoid making irreversible decisions. When faced with options, we gravitate to the one that is perceived to carry the least risk.


In his book Thinking Fast and Slow, Daniel Kahneman, the father of heuristic and cognitive bias research, writes:




Organisms that placed more urgency on avoiding threats than they did maximizing opportunities were more likely to pass on their genes. So, over time, the prospect of losses has become a more powerful motivator on your behavior than the promise of gains.1





When considering changing to your competitor, your customer's brain is more focused on what could go wrong than what could go right. They worry that your competitors won't live up to their glowing promises. That change will disrupt their business. That your competitor's salespeople might be lying and attempting to manipulate them.


Why shouldn't they? They've had bad experiences and disappointments with salespeople before. They may even remember the pain they went through the last time they went on a vendor search.


This emotional baggage is always there, tugging at them to avoid change. And because humans remember negative events far more vividly than positive ones, your customers believe that past negative events will be more likely to happen in the future.




Playing the Status Quo Card


The number one reason why customers stay with an incumbent vendor, even when presented with a significantly better deal from a competitor, is the fear of negative future consequences.


When you are actively managing your accounts, have invested in building relationships, and earned the trust of the account stakeholders, the status quo bias is the most powerful card you can play when buyers are threatening to go to a competitor. Use it to magnify every flaw, every risk, and every concern about your competitor to create doubt and uncertainty about the validity of their promises to cause your customer to think twice about change.












Leadership and Coaching Pro Tip


Account Management


Your proactive, ongoing account management process is where all the touch points that impact the outcomes of price increase initiatives intersect. This is why successful price increase initiatives begin well before it's time to talk to customers about price increases.


Far too many sales professionals and account managers operate without a systematic process for developing and maintaining relationships with customers. Their approach is often random and chaotic. In the absence of a disciplined account management process, they have the tendency to chase nearby fires rather than proactively invest in customer relationships.


Your results – account growth, profitability, and retention – are determined by how well you lead, manage, coach, and hold your people accountable for executing a repeatable, systematic, account management process.


Though the account management process and elements will differ based on the size and strategic value of each account, the importance of following a disciplined, structured, and systematic process for managing your accounts remains the same.


Some of the key elements of an effective account management process include:




	Strategic account planning


	Goals and objectives and metrics that matter


	Stakeholder map (key contacts and influencers inside your account)


	Internal roles and responsibilities


	Call and visitation schedule and frequency


	Reporting (internal and external) process and frequency


	Quarterly review process


	Contract renewal process


	Executive-level account involvement


	CRM management





Take a moment now to assess your current account management process and answer the following questions. Based on your answers, take action to develop, implement, or shore up your system and get your team on track with their accounts.




	Do you have a formal account management process? _______________


	If yes, what are the steps of the process and expectations for your sales and service teams? _______________


	Are there clear key performance indicators and metrics that matter? Do your sellers know their KPIs and MTMs? _______________


	Rate your sellers based on how well they are executing the account management process: 1 = Poor, 5 = Excellent _______________


	What are the root causes for why low-rated sellers are not doing their jobs? _______________


	Are there roadblocks that you need to remove so that they can more effectively manage their accounts? _______________


	What do you need to change about your behavior so that your people feel more accountable to the process? _______________


	Develop a training and coaching plan to help sellers that are rated three or lower get back on track.

 


 


 


 
















 



Be the Safest Choice


Customers tend to be attracted to safe choices. Therefore, if you want to amplify your customers' status quo bias and build a wall around your accounts that keeps competitors out, all you need to do is make yourself and your company the safest option.


Jessica is a digital advertising sales rep. There are lots of companies that sell digital advertising, and there is nothing special or unique about Jessica's offering. She and all her competitors are about the same. Except that we love working with her.


Since we pay by automatic monthly credit card billing, it would be easy for Jessica to forget about our account. Several of her competitors did just that in the past, which is how we ended up working with Jessica in the first place. Jessica checks in with us at least once a month:




	How are you doing?


	How can I help you?


	I noticed this campaign isn't delivering. Let's try something different.


	One of my other customers is having success with ________.


	Let's switch up your keywords.


	What initiatives are you focused on next quarter?





There is nothing extraordinary about what she does. It's exactly what most people would expect their account manager to do. She looks out for us, solves problems, and helps us win. Her regular engagement also makes us feel like our business matters and is appreciated.


Earlier this year, she scheduled a meeting to walk me through a pending price increase. I wasn't happy about it and I briefly considered shopping our ad spend to her competition. In the end though, we were happy and it wasn't worth the effort. Jessica gave us so much value that she'd more than earned the price increase.
 





Just Manage Your Accounts


Here's the deal: The most effective way to get price increases without losing customers is to just manage your accounts. Let me say this again for the people in the back of the room who are still not tracking. Getting price increases AND keeping your customers is easy when you EARN IT by just doing your job.


Your job is to diligently invest in the relationships, take care of your customers, and proactively focus on solving problems. Problem solvers are the champions of the business world.


When you actively and consistently solve problems, customers view you as a resource they can't live without. They will even pull you into planning and strategic meetings to get your opinions, giving even more influence over their future buying decisions.


The good news is that your customers have problems, and the more problems you solve, the more they'll love you. Solving problems is about helping your customers get what they want. When you help your customers get what they want, they will be more willing to accept the price increases you want.


When you actively and systematically manage your accounts, your competitors won't stand a chance because breaking up with you will be very hard to do.












Exercise 10.1 Boost Your Account Management




Review your assigned accounts. Develop and execute a plan for a regular check-in with one of your most important clients.


Account Name: 




	What are three metrics you should review before your regular check-in?







	 


	 


	 







	How can you bring more value to this relationship?







	 


	 


	 















 



Part Two Wrap-Up: Reflections


Before moving to the next lesson, take a moment to reflect on what you have learned and answer these questions:




	What are your biggest challenges with developing, maintaining, and protecting relationships with your customers?

 


 


 


 


 



	How do you communicate with customers to effectively let them know that you value their business and that they are important to you?

 


 


 


 


 



	What specific actions can you take to improve customer relationships before price-increase initiatives are in place? How will you protect relationships that are already good? How will you approach clients with whom you might have a rocky relationship?

 


 


 


 


 










Note




	1.  Daniel Kahneman, Thinking Fast and Slow (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011).
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The Three Approaches to Price Increase Conversations






Let's take a moment to review what we have learned so far: Nobody likes price increases. You don't want to sell them, and your customer doesn't want to buy them.


Despite this, price increase initiatives are the fastest, easiest means to improve profits – they are crucial to the health of your organization, and it is your job to sell them.


Your company counts on you to sell price increases because you own customer relationships and have the most intimate knowledge of the customer base. Therefore, you must rise above your discomfort and fear of rejection and approach price increase conversations with relaxed, assertive confidence.


Of course, losing your customers or their orders as a result of price increases is bad for your organization and your career. For this reason, price increase initiatives are a dual focus of maximizing the price increase AND retaining your accounts.


This begins with protecting your relationships. You must avoid making big mistakes that cause customers to resent you.


The key to customer retention in the wake of price increases is making breaking up hard to do. This is achieved by actively investing in customer relationships and delivering consistent value.


Consequently, the most effective way to sell price increases without losing your customers is to earn it by just doing your job and managing your accounts.


This brings us to where the rubber meets the road: the price increase conversation. This is the moment of truth when you and your customer meet one-to-one to discuss the price increase. With everything on the line, it all comes down to how you manage this pivotal conversation.


The objective of the price increase conversation is to increase probability that your customer accepts the price increase while minimizing objections, resentment, and lowering the probability of losing your customer or orders. This begins with:




	Targeting the right accounts


	Timing


	Choosing the appropriate communication channel


	Delivering the right message


	Being ready to make your case


	Being prepared to handle objections or negotiate


	Approaching the conversation with relaxed, assertive, confidence









Price Increase Initiative Scenarios


Before we jump into how to approach price increase conversations, let's take a moment to review the various price increase scenarios.




	Broad campaigns: Enacted at the enterprise, divisional, or regional level, these impact many customers at the same time. The entire sales and service team will need to engage because of the number of customers impacted.


	Targeted, account-based increases: Baked into the broader account-planning process, these typically target renewals, reorders, or specific line items. They may optimize pricing that was set too low when acquiring the customer.


	Non-negotiable: These are usually implemented when the reward is high and the risk of losing customers is low. Marketing takes the lead with messaging, while sales and service will manage customer questions and responses.


	Non-negotiable with exceptions: In some cases, non-negotiable price increases may be administered with exceptions for certain classes of customers. The sales and service team will be responsible for identifying the accounts marked for exceptions and communicating the reasons to management.


	Negotiable: With negotiable price increases, there will be greater emphasis placed on account targeting, pre-planning, messaging, and business case. This is where talented sales professionals with knowledge of the accounts and established relationships are needed most.









The Three Approaches: Presenting, Asking, and Defending


Within these scenarios there are three approaches to price increase conversations:




	Presenting


	Asking


	Defending







Presenting


The most effective way to sell the negotiable price increase is to assertively and confidently present the price increase, making the assumption that your customer will buy it, without indicating through your words, actions, voice tone and inflection, or body language that the increase is negotiable. You are assuming that your customer will just accept the price increase.






Asking


Strategic and key accounts are integral to your organization's revenue and profits. Losing them to a competitor could be disastrous. These customers are typically aware of their buying power and their importance to your company. They know that they have leverage. Therefore, you must tread lightly.


With these important accounts, it often makes sense to take a more nuanced approach in which you make your business case for the price increase and ask your customer to accept it. This is a more collaborative way to get price increases in front of your most important customers while lowering the risk that they immediately begin shopping your competitors.






Defending


When price increases are non-negotiable, the announcement of the price increase is generally not in your hands. Initial communication is typically handled by marketing and goes out directly to customers in an email, snail mail, or notices on invoices and billing.


Though you may be tasked with proactively communicating to larger customers, in most cases you'll be in a reactive mode, responding to incoming questions and complaints. Your job then will be to explain the reason behind the price increase when customers contact you.


The bulk of the remaining chapters are focused on teaching you processes, tactics, techniques, and skills for presenting and asking for price increases. This is where your professional selling skills are most valued. First, though, we'll discuss the keys to effectively defending non-negotiable price increases and de-escalating tense situations with unhappy customers.












Free Resource


Price Increase Playbook


Included with the purchase of this book is free access to the Price Increase Playbook on Sales Gravy University. The free playbook includes video training modules, author interviews, planning tools, worksheets, guides, and tips to help you conduct successful price increase conversations.


To access the free Price Increase Playbook go to https://price.salesgravy.com and use coupon code PRICE22X at checkout. No credit card or payment of any kind is required.


















Leadership and Coaching Pro Tip


Preparing Your Team to Defend the PI


Cory Piché who is the director of Business Development at RecycleSmart™, has mastered price increase campaigns.


He says that it is all about preparing your team so that when the price increase hits, they can confidently handle any situation.


His best practices include:




	Practice: Hold twice-a-week “sharpen the saw” sessions several weeks prior to the price increase initiatives to practice and role-play messaging and responding to customers. The key is making it a safe, fun, dynamic environment.


	Rules: Ensure that team members know what they can negotiate, negotiating limits, and when they need approvals.


	Scoreboard: Post and regularly update a price increase scoreboard so that all team members know exactly where they stand on their KPIs.


	Motivate: Send out motivational videos, tips of the week, and uplifting messages to keep the team energized.


	Celebrate: Take time each day and week to celebrate successes and stoke competition.





Remember, successful price increase initiatives begin with leadership and coaching excellence.


















Exercise 11.1 FAQs and Objections




Think about an upcoming price increase that you will need to defend. Then make a list of the top seven questions and objections you expect from customers. Develop and practice a response for each of these scenarios.




	Question/Objection

 


 


Response


 


 





	Question/Objection

 


 


Response


 


 





	Question/Objection

 


 


Response


 


 





	Question/Objection

 


 


Response


 


 







	Question/Objection

 


 


Response


 


 







	Question/Objection

 


 


Response


 


 







	Question/Objection

 


 


Response


 


 





























12
Defending Price Increases: Between a Rock and a Hard Place






Here's how defending price increases typically goes down: The senior executives in your organization decide to launch a broad, across-the-board price increase initiative that will impact most of your customers.




	Perhaps it's an increase in the delivery charge from $5.00 to $10.00.


	Or an environmental fee or fuel surcharge tacked on to all invoices.


	Could be they've decided to raise the per-seat fee for your SaaS platform by 7 percent.


	Maybe an increase of 20 percent on a certain item or feature.


	It might be an increase on processing fees, specific parts, or shipping.





No matter – they've weighed the risk of losing customers against the reward of the price increase and determined that the risk of losing customers is low. Because of this, the price increase will be non-negotiable with exceptions for a handful of your largest accounts.


Next, the marketing team, along with the senior leaders of the sales, customer success, finance, and operations organizations, get together to develop a rollout plan. They decide when the price increase will be announced, when it will go into effect, how it will be communicated, the message customers will receive, along with when, how, and where it will be communicated and cascaded to the front-line leaders, sellers, and service personnel.


Marketing develops messaging. Customers may get the announcement via email, as a notice of changing terms and conditions when they log in, as messages on invoices, in snail mail format, and sometimes no message at all. The price just goes up – buyer beware.


In still other cases, you will be the bearer of bad news. Your boss informs you during the weekly sales meeting that the price on a certain product line, service, or software feature is going up and that this increase is non-negotiable. Then you are sent out to inform your customers and defend the increase.


Back on the front line, your phone lights up with customer calls. Complaints come in via email, text messages, web chat, direct message, and social media. Customers are confused, concerned, asking questions, frustrated, unhappy, and sometimes angry. In meetings, when you share the bad news, they push back, want answers, and vent to express their frustration.


And there you are. The target of their hostility. Of course, they aren't mad at you personally. They know it wasn't your call. But you are your company's lightning rod. All of that negative energy gets channeled through you.


On the one hand, your job is to be an advocate for your customer – to serve and help them solve problems. When they call, you feel sympathy for their situation and wish that you could reverse the price increase and make them happy again.


On the other hand, you have a fiduciary responsibility to your company – the people who pay you – to defend the price increase AND retain your customers. This puts you between a rock and a hard place. There is uncomfortable conflict around every corner.


We've established that customers don't like price increases. Nobody does. Yet, when they are small and incremental – as they usually are when broad and non-negotiable – most customers just accept the increase and move on.


Some customers, though, ask questions, complain, attempt to negotiate, or get mad. The good news is that even if they are hopping mad, customers who engage you this way are invested. They don't want to defect to a competitor or stop ordering.


When these customers contact you, some of the conversations will not be pleasant. How you handle the conversation will either de-escalate the situation or turn it into a pitched battle that no one wins. As you defend non-negotiable price increases, there are three important rules for engaging with concerned and upset customers:




	Don't make them angry in the first place.


	Don't make it worse.


	Shut up and listen.









Most Customers Don't Get Angry over Price Increases


When customers complain about price increases, it doesn't mean that they are angry. Most of the time they are asking questions, seeking clarification, complaining, unhappy, or frustrated. But they are not ANGRY.


There is a big difference between a customer who is unhappy and one who is angry. Anger is a different emotion. You'll know you are dealing with an angry customer because they've transformed from unhappy and reasonable to livid and irrational.


Anger causes emotional self-control to diminish to the point that we will say or do things that we would not say or do in a more rational state of mind. We have all been there and all regretted what we said and did in the aftermath.


Most people are rational. They don't get angry and lose control over their emotions because of a price increase notice. A few will, but most don't.


More often than not, they get pissed off during or after their conversation with you. The things that tend to push customers over the edge into angry yelling, screaming, and threatening tantrums are:




	The price increase notice causes them to panic but they can't get through to you or anyone else for answers.


	They get no response to their emails, voicemails, or contact form queries on your website.


	You can't answer their questions or articulate a reasonable explanation for the price increase.


	Instead of calling them back to discuss the price increase, you respond with a cold, robotic email to avoid talking to them.





You might notice that these are the same reasons you'd likely get angry if you were trying to get answers from your rep about a price increase.






Be Responsive


Let's step into the shoes of a customer, say a restaurant owner, who received an email notice that the price is going up on a service that they purchase from you. It's a service that is essential to running their business.


The notice came at exactly the wrong time. The restaurant owner had just finished reviewing their financials from the previous quarter and found that after all their blood, sweat, and tears, they had barely broken even. Just looking at the numbers made them feel deflated and depressed. They worked so hard for so little.


Your customer is near the breaking point. They're frustrated, agitated, depressed, and worried that their entrepreneurial dream will end in failure. You don't know this, but several of their other vendors have also pushed through price increases.


As their sales representative, you developed a relationship with them, built trust, and sold them on your service. They liked working with you so much that they even gave you a few referrals. In their frustration, you are the first person that they call.


But when they called, you were in a meeting with another customer. So they left a voicemail. When you get out of your meeting, you listen to their frantic message about the price increase. Your heart drops into your stomach because you feel for them and know that there is nothing that you can do to change the situation. The price increase is not negotiable.


You are busy and put off calling them back. But at the end of the day, when you finally get around to it, you realize that it is too late and you'll have to respond in the morning. The next morning you think about calling but instead procrastinate because you know that the conversation is not going to be pleasant.


That afternoon they leave you another voicemail message. This one is even more frantic. You find more excuses not to make the call and keep procrastinating, until you realize that several days have passed since the voicemail.


Finally, you bite the bullet and call them. By now, though, they are apoplectic. They let you have it, telling you that they are dropping your service and going with a competitor.


Because you were nonresponsive, you've broken trust with a good, loyal customer. You missed your opportunity to explain why the price increase was necessary. You lost a chance to give them ideas on how they might improve their operations based on the best practices of other customers.


The first time they called, they were having a bad day. If you had listened to them and allowed them to vent their frustrations, they would have accepted the price increase.


Customers value responsiveness more than perfection. They will forgive mistakes, lapses in service, and price increases they don't feel are fair. But they will not forgive you when you fail to respond to issues quickly. People are reasonable. They don't expect you to be perfect but they absolutely expect you to be responsive.


This can put a great deal of pressure on sales and service teams because in our always-on, tech-dominated marketplace, customers have been conditioned to expect rapid, almost instantaneous response. When our consultants at Sales Gravy work with companies that are experiencing dips in customer satisfaction, about 70 percent of the time we find that the issue is linked to responsiveness.


Responsiveness is a tangible demonstration of your commitment to excellence. It also signals your confidence in the price increase and willingness to stand behind it. Customers are more likely to accept price increases with grace, continue to do business with you, and become even more loyal to your brand when you quickly respond to their concerns, questions, and complaints.


Remember our conversation about “eating the frog”? This is a frog-eating moment. When you procrastinate because you know the price increase conversation is going to be uncomfortable, you do not make things better.


Become legendary for responsiveness. Be vigilant and fanatical about following up on every customer query. Be easily accessible to customers and respond quickly, and you'll avoid tipping unhappy customers into angry customers.






Do Not Email It In


With crucial conversations like price increases, arm's-length, asynchronous email responses are almost as bad as no response at all. When responding to a customer concern about a price increase you have a choice of two forms of communication:




	Synchronous. Talking with customers in real time via phone, video, or in-person.


	Asynchronous. Talking at your customer via email.





One of my clients recently ran a broad price increase campaign. The increase was non-negotiable. The sales team was expected to respond to incoming customer concerns and defend the price increase. However, the company gave its sellers permission to make exceptions and roll the price increase back if customers were particularly upset.


Reggie, the director of sales, tracked the total number of exceptions made and the percentage of customers that accepted the price increase for each of the 30 reps on his team. Thirty days later, as Reggie poured over the numbers, he found that there were wide margins in performance.


His top reps had, on average, retained 97 percent of the price increase, making very few exceptions. The lowest-performing reps had retained only 72 percent.


He called me for help with figuring out why there had been such a wide delta between the two groups. We interviewed the reps and then reviewed every incoming complaint from customers about the price increase along with the response to each complaint. We analyzed the notes in the CRM, call recordings, and email logs. What we discovered was eye-opening.


With the lowest-performing reps, almost all of the initial responses to customer complaints – no matter how those complaints came in – were asynchronous. The typical scenario:




	A customer would call in.


	The rep would allow the call to go to voicemail.


	The rep would listen to the message.


	The rep would respond via email.


	Email communication would go back and forth several times between the rep and the customer.


	Eventually, the customer would become angry enough that the rep would be forced to talk to them.


	On that call, the rep would almost always roll back the price increase.





In contrast, the top performers were picking up the phone and talking with their customers. If the complaint came in via email, they would call the customer rather than email back. If the customer left a voicemail, the rep called back.


The top reps engaged customers about the price increase in synchronous, human-to-human, conversations. They made a conscious decision to rise above their natural discomfort with conflict and talk with customers in real time. The result: Almost all of their customers accepted the price increase.






Talk with People


Talking with people is difficult – especially people who are unhappy about your price increase. It can cause you to feel vulnerable and expose you to the potential for conflict and rejection.


This is exactly why thousands of misguided salespeople have deluded themselves into believing that it is OK to skip the conversation and send an email. This unfortunate behavior is why price increases that should be routine can turn into train wrecks.


There is no doubt that email is an essential tool. It is a fast, easy channel for communicating with customers. It is also a fast and easy way to damage customer relationships when defending price increases.


The major problem with email is that the person on the other end can't see or hear you. Interpersonal communication is a combination of words, tone of voice, inflection, body language, and facial expressions. When people are unable to associate the words they are reading with the context of your intent, they assign their own meaning, which can quickly escalate into misunderstanding and anger.


No matter how brilliant you believe your communication skills are, you cannot effectively defend a price increase via email. You will always do more harm than good.


When customers are upset and looking for answers, they want and crave real, authentic human-to-human interaction. The most effective way to communicate is in real time. So put the keyboard down and pick up the phone.






Message Matters: Be Knowledgeable


In that pivotal moment when your customer engages you about the price increase and you must defend it, message matters. They may:




	Ask you why they have to pay the price increase.


	Tell you, “It's not fair!”


	Say, “I'm not going to pay it.”


	Ask, “How can you justify this increase?”


	Beg you to reverse it.


	Hit you with any other related (or unrelated) questions or concerns.





Regardless of what they say or ask, you need to be able to answer their questions accurately and clearly. The good news is that when you calmly, confidently, and cogently answer their questions and explain the reasoning behind the price increase, most customers will accept it, even if they are not happy with it.


However, if you sound unsure, stumble over your answer, come off as insecure, give too much information, apologize for the price increase, sound like you don't agree with it, or provide a nonsensical, jumbled up mess of an answer, customers will challenge you. This is especially true if the way you respond causes them to feel that you are trying to pull the wool over their eyes, take advantage of them, or manipulate them. And if they sense weakness, they'll pounce.


For this reason, you need to know how to respond to customer queries about the price increase:




	Explain the reasoning behind the price increase.


	Answer frequently asked questions.


	Handle price increase objections.





This isn't always easy to do when it feels like a customer is attacking you. You'll need to be able to think on your feet and have the words on the tip of your tongue. The only way to do this is through study and practice. Trust me on this, winging it while defending price increases does not work.


The most effective way to practice is to make a list of every possible question, statement, and objection you feel that a customer may come to you with. Then role-play and practice responding to them until you can do it in your sleep. If your company has provided you with messaging and scripts, practice making them your own so that you don't sound like a cold robot.


In the coming chapters, we will be focusing heavily on developing price increase messaging along with frameworks for handling price increase objections. Taking the time to study these chapters and advance through the exercises will also help you become confident and effective at defending price increases.






If You Make Them Angry, Don't Make It Worse


The first rule of responding to price increase concerns is to avoid making your customer angry in the first place. Sometimes, though, despite your best efforts, you'll manage to piss them off or they'll show up angry through no fault of your own. When a customer is angry, though, the last thing you want to do is make it worse.


You'll recall our discussion in Part One about the human fight-or-flight response. Anger is a person's fight response to a perceived threat. Once this kicks in, adrenaline begins coursing through their bloodstream. Blood rushes into their muscles as their body prepares to fight. Their focus narrows on the perceived threat, they temporarily lose the ability to think rationally, and they strike out at you.


Their aggression tends to trigger your own fight-or-flight response and instinct to defend yourself. Should you fail to rise about this disruptive emotion and become the adult in the room, things will almost always end badly.




Triggering Angry Customers


It is not easy when someone is yelling at you and using a tough and direct tone. Your natural tendency is to attack back.


As things escalate, it is easy to begin talking down to them with a condescending tone of voice, spitting at them that you “don't like the way you are speaking to me” or “you can’t talk to me like that.” As you fight back, they respond in kind, pushing harder and becoming more emotional.


As a counter punch, you may tell them that you cannot help them: “I'm sorry, sir, but there is nothing I can do about the price increase.” You raise your voice and talk over them to make your point, but it doesn't work because you cannot argue another person, especially an angry person, into believing that they are wrong. They dig in and the conflict intensifies.


You try to reason with them by telling them to calm down or say that you “cannot help them unless they calm down.” But ordering an angry person to “calm down” is like throwing gasoline on an open flame.


As the customer escalates the conflict and pushes harder, you may attempt to deflect their anger away from you by blaming the company, the economy, the marketing department, your boss, or their failure to read the notice. The problem is that deflecting usually causes you to sound weak, and makes your customer more determined. At that point, they don't want to talk to you anymore and will start asking for your boss, causing you to lose control of the conversation


I challenge you to think about your own experiences when you've been pissed off. Were you rational, reasonable, and open to listening? I doubt it. You are no different than your customers because you, like them, are human.


Any attempt to push back on a livid customer with reasoning, argument, defensiveness, or deflection is useless. When your customer is in a state of anger, they cannot think or be reasonable. It's not their fault, it's the neurochemicals doing the talking. Therefore, the only thing that will diffuse the situation, and move them back to a more rational and accepting state of mind, is giving them room to burn off the adrenaline.


Only then will you have the opportunity to explain the reason behind the price increase, answer their questions, respond to their objections, and help them accept it. To do this, you must stop fighting and start listening. This is exactly why, during price increase conversations, the person who exerts the greatest emotional control has the highest probability of getting their desired outcome.








Shut Up and Listen


Chuck's customer, Kevin, was angry. He was practically screaming over the phone. “This price increase is unfair. I'm a loyal customer. I've been buying from your company for over 10 years and I don't deserve to be treated like this. All you care about is the money!” he shouted. “You are just a big greedy company that knows it can push little guys like me around!”


Chuck let him rant without interrupting. Kevin made one threat after another about going to a competitor. He finally challenged Chuck directly, “What the hell are you going to do about this price increase, Chuck? Because I'm not paying it!”


Chuck took a deep breath and calmly asked this masterful question: “Kevin, how much do you know about what is happening in the new parts marketplace right now?” An uncomfortable silence followed. But Chuck waited.


Then, his customer slowly responded, “It's tough out here. I know that a lot of other shops can't even find parts. Our customers are getting desperate, too, because they need their machines fixed. Nobody has parts, and when they do, the prices are crazy. You guys seem to be the only supplier who has anything in stock, but now your prices are going up, too.”


Kevin went on to talk about the challenges he'd been facing running his business and how it had been hard “to find good help.” He said that he was working seven days a week just trying to keep up, and the price increase notice just set him off. “I know this isn't your fault; I'm sorry I got so upset.”


Chuck responded, “I know it's been tough out there; I'm hearing the same things from my other customers. If I were in your shoes, I'm sure that I'd feel the same way.”


“The good news is that we have the parts you need, and because you have been one of our most loyal customers, you are first in line. In fact, we are no longer taking on new customers, which puts you into an elite club.


“We've been pouring money into building up inventory and protecting our supply chain, which is why we are one of the few suppliers that still has new parts in stock. But the only way we can keep serving you at this level is to raise our prices. Make sense?”


By this time, Kevin had calmed down and was joking and laughing with Chuck. Before he left the call, Kevin placed an order for more parts.
 



Diffuse the Conflict


How did Chuck diffuse the conflict, help Kevin understand why the price increase was necessary, and get an order for more parts at the higher prices? Simple. He shut up and listened.


Chuck gave his customer space to vent his frustration. He didn't interrupt. He didn't say, “Whoa there buddy, nobody talks to me like that!” Kevin wanted a fight but Chuck did not fight back. He didn't make it worse.


Instead he asked a powerful open-ended question that got Kevin talking, provoked awareness that the grass was not greener with competitors, and allowed time for Kevin's initial fight-or-flight response to subside. Whoosh. All of the air went out of Kevin's sails.






Just Listen


Listening is the real secret to dealing with pissed-off customers. Let them rant. Allow them to get it off of their chest. Give them the opportunity to explain how they feel. Avoid taking the bait and getting into a fight. Just listen until they calm down.


Listening remains the most underappreciated and underutilized tactic in price increase conversations. It's so much easier to sell price increases when customers talk themselves into buying them.


Just listening when customers are angry is a choice to rise above your disruptive emotional desire to defend yourself and instead lead with empathy. When you listen, emotional walls fall.


You also make your customer feel important and appreciated. When you do this, they will almost always reciprocate by showing appreciation, giving you room to explain the price increase, accepting it, and continuing to buy from you.












Exercise 12.1 Hone Your Approach and Prepare Responses




The best way to avoid making your customers angry is to prepare. Planning your approach and your responses to common unhappy customers will help you prevent things from escalating. As you prepare for a price increase conversation, consider how you'll respond to the following common customer reactions. What can you say to help your customer stay calm and understand your position?


Why do I have to pay this?


 


 


It's not fair!


 


 


I'm not going to pay it.


 


 


How can you justify this increase?


 


 


Please, reconsider. I beg you. This could destroy me.


 


 


Any other anticipated response.


 


 
























Exercise 12.2 Keep Your Cool and Tune in to Your Customer




In price increase conversations, it's up to you to manage the emotional frenzy. With practice, you can stay calm, listen to your customer, and maintain the relationship.






Don't Make It Worse


When emotions are running high, it can be tempting to lash out, hang up on an angry customer, or try to explain your position. Don't. Instead, step back and calm down.


Think of three ways that you can keep yourself calm. It could be counting silently in your head, taking five deep breaths, or making some notes of all the things you want to say but will keep to yourself. Consider what you can do to control your response so that you don't make things worse.




	 







	

 


 






	 







	

 


 






	 







	

 


 








Shut Up and Listen


When you listen, you can usually pick up on what's making your customer tick. Give them a chance to vent, then ask a question that puts you both on the same side. Think about Chuck's question about the challenges the industry as a whole was facing.


Remember, you don't want to ask a question that will make your client feel stupid or belittled. Instead, ask them something that will help them focus on a problem you both share (e.g., surging demand, supply-chain issues, raw-materials prices, shipping delays, etc.).


What questions can you ask an angry client to help them remember that you're both on the same side?
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The Price Increase Sales Process






Imagine you are in a small, intimate arena. On the floor, in the center are two chess masters, locked in a head-to-head, winner-takes-all match. Every seat in the arena is filled, yet there is total silence as each master carefully calculates the win probability of the next move.


In chess, every move has a win probability. It's a simple matter of statistics based on what's on the board. Calculating the win probability of each move is how chess masters play and win the game. It's also the key to winning the price increase game. In this game, winning means maximizing the price increase without losing orders or the account.


 



Bend Win Probability in Your Favor with Negotiable Price Increases


As you approach negotiable price increases, every move and every message should be calculated to reduce resistance and improve the probability of securing the maximum price increase. These are moves that position you to win:




	Earn the price increases through managing your accounts, investing in relationships, and constantly delivering value.


	Avoid egregious mistakes that lead to resentment and contempt.


	Leverage the status quo bias and make breaking up with you hard to do.


	Target and shift your approach based on risk profiles.


	Follow a professional sales process for proactive price increase conversations.


	Use effective messaging and business case presentation frameworks.





Most importantly, you must maintain emotional discipline and approach price increase conversations with relaxed, assertive confidence. When you gain control over your disruptive emotions, you instantly give yourself a higher probability of winning the price increase without losing your customer.


Of course, every account and every situation is different. There are always multiple paths. Like a chess master, you must choose the path that gives you the highest probability of winning.






Presenting versus Asking


In the last chapter, we discussed the process for defending non-negotiable price increases.


When the price increase is non-negotiable, your company's leadership team has analyzed the risk of losing customers against the reward of implementing the price increase and deemed the risk to be low. Communication of the price increase is typically sent out to all customers and your role is to handle incoming questions, complaints, and objections.


However, as the risk of losing customers grows, price increase initiatives will typically come with more exceptions, be more negotiable, and you will be tasked with proactively selling the price increase to your customers to mitigate the risk of losing accounts and orders.




Presenting the Price Increase


Presenting is the most effective way to sell the negotiable price increase. When you present the price increase, you are leveraging an assumptive close.


You simply present your customer with the pending price increase and explain when it will take effect. Success with this approach requires a direct, compelling because statement that justifies the reason for the price increase.






Asking for the Price Increase


Strategic and key accounts are aware of their buying power and their importance to your company. They know that they have leverage and your competitors will quickly take advantage of rifts in your relationship. Therefore, you must tread lightly.


In these situations, you'll be most successful when you present a comprehensive business case that includes a review of the value you are delivering, goals and objectives you've met, investments your company is making to improve your offering, and facts and data around the economics that support why you need the increase.




 



The Five-Step Price Increase Sales Process


Like most activities in sales, selling price increases is a process. It is a linear, logical process that, when fully leveraged, guarantees a higher win probability. There are five steps in the Price Increase Sales Process:




	Set the stage.


	Prepare.


	Make your case.


	Leverage the assumptive close.


	Handle objections and negotiate.





Regardless of whether you are presenting or asking, price increase conversation outcomes become predictable based on how well you follow the process.


Sadly, many salespeople ignore this basic truth and wing it. In these pivotal conversations with so much on the line, winging it and approaching price increase conversations randomly is wickedly stupid.




Set the Stage


Customers don't like surprises. They need time to adjust to and accept change. Therefore, to gain acceptance quicker and with less resistance, it makes sense to set the stage for the price increase.


 [image: Schematic illustration of the Five-Step Price Increase Sales Process]



Figure 13.1 The Five-Step Price Increase Sales Process






Setting the stage begins with preselling and preparing customers for future price increases when you know that they are imminent. You'll also want to shore up your relationships and clean up any service issues that customers may be able to use as leverage.


Precall Preparation


Prior to meeting with your customer, take the time to review the account history thoroughly. Carefully build your business case and craft your message based on each customer's unique situation. List all potential objections and develop and practice responses for each. Prepare to negotiate and be clear on your targets, limits, and value trades.






Make Your Case


Once you are in the price increase meeting with your customer, you will need to make the case for why you deserve the price increase. When approaching low-risk accounts, you'll make your case with a direct, succinct because statement. When targeting high-risk, large accounts you will present a formal business case.






Close


Once you make your case you'll leverage a confident, straightforward assumptive close to compel your customer to accept the price increase.






Handle Objections and Negotiate


You must be prepared to handle objections and negotiate. Objections are roadblocks to acceptance. It is your customer saying, “No. I do not accept your price increase.” Or, “Convince me why I should accept this.”


Unlike an objection, which is a no, negotiation is a “Yes, I'll accept your price increase but not under these terms.” At this point, all you need to do is work out terms on which you can both agree.








Deep Dive


Over the course of the upcoming chapters we'll break down the Five-Step Price Increase Sales Process in detail. Through these lessons, you'll learn techniques for bending win probability in your favor during proactive price increase conversations.










Leadership and Coaching Pro Tip


Process


Executives value leaders who have the ability to predict the future. In other words, your forecasts are accurate and you keep promises. Therefore, one of your most important imperatives is to make your team's performance predictable.


The most effective way to become predictable is to deploy and coach repeatable, systematic processes for every element of the business development, sales, service delivery, and account management functions: land, expand, retain.












 [image: Schematic illustration of the Sales EQ Proven Process]



Figure 13.2 The Sales EQ Proven Process
















Exercise 13.1 Reviewing Your Price Increase Sales Process




Take a moment to think about how you approach negotiable price increase conversations now.




	Do you have a formal process? If  YES, what steps do you feel that you need to add or adjust in order to make your process more effective and predictable? If NO, what steps do you need to take to begin leveraging a formal sales process for price increases?

 


 


 


 


 


 



	How do you feel that deploying a systematic price increase sales process might help you improve the outcomes of price increase conversations?

 


 


 


 


 


 



	Review the Five-Step Price Increase Sales Process. Which steps in the sales process do you feel you need to focus on to become better? Why?
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The Price Increase Risk Profile






When you are tasked with approaching customers with negotiable price increases, you'll likely find yourself in one of three situations:




	You are given a list of customers and told to go sell price increases to that list. You will not have the flexibility to exclude customers with a high risk profile. In this situation, a risk profile framework will help you craft more effective messaging and flex your approach based on each customer's unique situation.


	You are required to make the case to your leadership team for why an account that you deem a high risk of defecting to a competitor should be excluded or that the increase should be deferred to some future date when you have developed a better relationship or resolved service or quality issues.


	You are handed a price increase target of so many dollars or net percent increase across your account base. You will have the discretion to choose the customers you approach with the price increase as long as you achieve your goal.





Throughout my career, the third scenario was where I found myself most often. In my national and enterprise account management roles, this was always the case as price increases were a key component of achieving my overall business expansion and growth goals.


To bend win probability in your favor with important, strategic accounts, you need to be thoughtful in your approach. Awareness of each account's risk profile will improve the probability that you achieve your objective. Without this awareness you could:




	Waste time and energy approaching high risk accounts only to back down on price increases when they flex their muscles.


	Approach low risk profiles too timidly and either back down or negotiate away your price increase when you don't need to.


	Develop an effective business case and messaging based on false assumptions that lower win probability.


	Approach accounts the wrong way and risk teaching customers exactly what they need to do to scare you into backing off and retracting price increases.





Though developing a comprehensive risk profile is overkill for small, routine, incremental price increases, it is a key step that informs precall planning prior to price increase conversations when the stakes are higher.






The 9-Box Risk Analysis Template


I'm a fan of simple and visual. For this reason, I use a 9-Box System to assess the price increase risk/reward for each account. This tool is a simple way to organize the elements of a price increase risk profile to build a snapshot of an account's specific risk profile.


This exercise works because it is eye-opening and makes you think. It tends to expose weaknesses in your relationships, account knowledge, and assumptions. The 9-Box also makes it super easy to make risk/reward decisions when targeting accounts for price increases and developing your approach and business case in these situations. Figure 14.1 provides an example of the 9-Box Risk Analysis Template.


 [image: An illustration of 9-Box Risk Analysis Template]



Figure 14.1 9-Box Risk Analysis Template






The objective of the 9-Box System is to help you identify customers with the highest probability of maximizing the price increase at the lowest risk of losing the account or order volume.




Rows


On the 9-Box template, the rows are risk/reward indicators:




	High Risk/Low Probability: You are at a high risk of losing orders or the account and have a lower probability maximizing your price increase. When pressed by this customer, it is likely that you will back down and get no price increase at all.


	Medium Risk/Average Probability: You are at an average risk of losing orders or the account and have an average probability of maximizing your price increase. With these customers, it's all about making your case.


	Low Risk/High Probability: You are at a low risk of losing orders or the account and have a high probability of maximizing your price increase. With these customers a good because statement and relaxed, assertive confidence does the trick.





 



Columns


On the 9-Box template, the columns are account status indicators:




	Service/Quality: Status of customer satisfaction, service delivery, quality, target and goal attainment against the metrics that matter.


	Relationship: Status of your relationships with key account stakeholders.


	Alternatives: Your customer's alternatives to doing business with you. Barriers to your customer moving their account to a competitor. Your alternatives should you lose the account/orders.











Risk Profile Elements


As you build your account's price increase risk profile, consider the following elements:




	Account size


	Strategic importance of the account


	Negative impact to the organization if the account or orders are lost


	Relationship depth (high, wide, deep)


	Relationship quality with you and other members of your team


	Market competitiveness and pressure from competition


	Alternatives to doing business with you


	Cost to customer – time, energy, money, inconvenience – for leaving


	Depth of integration into customer's workflows


	Difficulty of unwinding the relationship


	Contractual status


	Order frequency


	Service history and issues


	Quality history and issues


	Value delivered against targets and metrics that matter


	Current prices compared to book rates


	Current prices benchmarked against market rates





Figure 14.2 provides an example of these elements within the 9-Box framework.




 [image: An illustration of Price Increase Risk Analysis Elements]



Figure 14.2 Price Increase Risk Analysis Elements










Assessing Risk and Probability


As you assess each account's risk profile, what's most important to remember is that each box within the 9-Box frame is independent of the others. For example, an account may be Medium Risk for Service/Quality, Low Risk for Relationship, and High Risk for Alternatives.


There are very few obvious unicorns – perfect situations in which all the stars are aligned and you can get the maximum price increase with zero risk of losing your customer. In real life, things are messier than that. Therefore, you will need to think and analyze each account based on its individual attributes.


Figure 14.3 provides another example of the 9-Box in action for an account called “Hunter Industries.”


As you can see from this example, the account manager has lowered the risk of losing the customer with excellent service/quality delivery and building wide relationships within the account. However, there is external risk from a competitor and a new, unestablished relationship. Offsetting this are barriers to change and an active (though soon expiring) contract.


If you were in this situation, you'd need to first make the decision to either present the price increase or take a more collaborative approach and ask your customer to accept the increase based on the merits of your business case. If you took the latter approach, a good strategy might be to negotiate the price increase and a contract extension/renewal at the same time.


When building your business case, you may consider a numbers-driven presentation focused on the value you have delivered against your customer's targets and benchmarks. You would want to be ready with specific stories to support how your track record of solving problems and how your partnership has evolved far beyond just the unit price of your product.


When it comes to key accounts every situation is different and there are multiple paths you can take on the price increase chessboard. For example, your analysis may turn up any of these scenarios and others in between (Figure 14.4).




 [image: An illustration of Price Increase Risk Analysis Example]



Figure 14.3 Price Increase Risk Analysis Example








 [image: An illustration of Price Increase Risk Profile Scenarios]



Figure 14.4 Price Increase Risk Profile Scenarios






You are the chess master and your imperative is to win the price increase game by bending probability in your favor. The 9-Box Price Increase Risk Analysis tool helps you make informed decisions about the moves you make on the board before and during the game.








Losing Customers on Purpose


Though your goal is to maximize the price increase without losing your customer, sometimes price increases can help you introduce unprofitable customers to your competitors without the conflict of firing them.


One of the best ways to identify and target these types of customers is with a simple Fit Matrix (Figure 14.5).
 

 [image: Snapshot shows Fit Matrix]



Figure 14.5 Fit Matrix






The matrix helps you analyze accounts on two dimensions:




	Ease of working with the customer


	Profitability of the account





I've found that customers who are easy to work with and highly profitable make my business life a joy. These accounts are the best fit. On the other hand, customers who are overly demanding, fail to live up to their commitments, consume my resources, and pay low prices, so that the profitability of their account is negligible, suck my energy. It's not fun to work with these customers.


Far too often, though, we hang on to these soul-sucking accounts because they are large and we are afraid to lose them; or we are concerned about negatively impacting our retention numbers; or we know that we'll have to prospect to find a replacement for the revenue.


A few years back I was working with a pain-in-the-rear account like this. It was a big, nationally known brand. Exactly the type of logo you want in your account portfolio. It also generated a lot of revenue. When we first signed the account our entire company celebrated. The only problem was that the customer was killing us.


Because it was such a big company, the stakeholders were used to being the 800-pound gorillas, especially when working with small companies like mine. When they said dance, we danced – even when what they were asking us to do was far outside of the scope of our contract. That's how it is when you are afraid of the gorilla.


We did their bidding for a year, often working overtime and shortchanging other accounts in order to meet their demands. I hated working with them, my team hated working with them, and when I took a rational look at the cost of serving them, we were not making that much money. Certainly not enough for the hassle.


As we got closer to contract renewal time, the people on my team implored me to fire them. I understood where they were coming from except that this was such a large account that I agonized over what to do. I knew we should fire them, I wanted to fire them, but I didn't want to lose the revenue nor did I wish to burn bridges.


So, instead of cutting them loose as my team wanted, I met with my contact and presented the contract renewal. I walked her through the value we had delivered and backed that up with numbers and stories. She agreed that we had done a terrific job and thanked me.


I then presented a new contract for the following year that included a 100 percent price increase. Double what they paid us the year before. She stared at the number for a long silence, whistled, and asked matter-of-factly, “How can you possibly justify an increase like this?”


“You are hard to work with,” I responded, just as matter-of-factly. “The people on your team are extremely demanding, want instant turn around on tasks, and often ask us to do things that are beyond the scope of our agreement.


“Because we are a small business, these requests and demands tax our resources, making it difficult to serve our other customers. I don't see this changing, so the only way we can meet these expectations is to add dedicated resources focused on your account. We can't do that without this price increase.”


She looked down again at the new agreement and said, “You're right. We are a difficult company to work with.” Then she signed the contract.


If you'd asked me before I went into that meeting to bet on the outcome, I'd have predicted that there was zero probability that we would retain the account. Walking out, though, I realized that we had earned the price increase by taking great care of our customer, sold the increase with a solid business case, and defended it by answering her objection honestly and confidently. That bent win probability in our favor.


In my business, I want customers that are easy to work with and highly profitable. These are always our best and favorite customers. However, we are absolutely willing to serve demanding but highly profitable customers. This account did not suddenly become easier to work with. But, with higher profits, there was more gratitude and less resentment on our end, which made for a much better relationship.


We'll also gladly work with a limited number of customers that are easy to do business with but generate lower profits. When it makes sense, we'll target these accounts for price increases. Ultimately, though, when considering where to go first for price increases, we approach customers that are hard to work with and generate low profits. With these accounts, it's easy to be confident because, frankly, you have nothing to lose.












Exercise 14.1 Develop a Price Increase Risk Profile




Choose an important account that you are targeting for a price increase. Leveraging the 9-Box tool, develop a risk profile for the account, and then answer the following questions.
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	What did you learn as you went through this process?

 


 


 


 


 


 



	Based on the account's risk profile, what do you feel should be your approach tactic?

 


 


 


 


 


 



	Based on the risk profile, what do you feel will be the most effective messaging or business case for selling the price increase? Why?

 


 


 


 


 


 


























Exercise 14.2 Fit Matrix




Using the Fit Matrix methodology, make a list of five Hard to Work With/Low Profit accounts to target immediately for price increases.




	 


	 


	 


	 


	 























Leadership and Coaching Pro Tip


9-Box Team Coaching


The 9-Box Price Increase Risk Analysis template is an excellent tool to use in team meetings for training and coaching your reps.


[image: An illustration of 9-Box Risk Analysis Template]





	Break your team into groups of three to four people.


	Ask them to draw the 9-Box template on a whiteboard or flipchart.


	Have them build risk profiles for accounts that are being targeted for price increases.


	Ask each team to develop an approach tactic, messaging, objection responses, and negotiation strategy for the accounts based on the profile.





Use the exercise to coach awareness, account strategy, and critical thinking.
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Planning the Price Increase Conversation






Planning, preparation, and practice are essential skill sets for selling price increases. Winging it significantly lowers your probability of success.


If you really think about it, the price increase conversation is very much like closing the sale with a new account. During a price increase conversation, you'll make your case, confidently close, handle objections, and potentially negotiate, all within a short meeting. You wouldn't think about winging it in a closing meeting – nor should you with a price increase conversation.


As we discussed in the last chapter, every account is different. Pre-planning price increase conversations should flex to the risk profile of the account. When planning for conversations with small, low-risk accounts, it makes little sense to hole up in a war room and build a complex, strategic plan.


However, with more complexity, more stakeholders, and more at risk, price increase conversation planning should be a formal process – especially when you are facing seasoned, professional buyers on your customer's procurement team. They'll clean your clock if you are not prepared and dialed in.


Planning gives you a bird's-eye view of the game board and the available moves. Take time up front to plan for each price increase conversation, starting with a 9-Box risk profile, and then continue preparing with the following.








Account History


Knowing the account history helps with both building your messaging and narratives and triggering the status quo bias. Be sure that you know how long your customer has been doing business with your company, why they chose to do business with you in the first place, and how the relationship has changed and evolved over the years. Be sure that you understand the costs to your customer for defecting to your competitor or another solution.






Stakeholder Map


Review notes on key stakeholders in your CRM. When there are multiple stakeholders, ensure that you understand each stakeholder's role and history working with you and your company.


Identify the stakeholders who are your advocates and will stand up for you should things get heated. Likewise, know the stakeholders who may not be on your side and be prepared to neutralize their influence.


Make a list of what is important to and motivates each stakeholder. Build a list of special favors, problems solved, and other situations in which you have gone the extra mile for your stakeholders.


 



Service and Quality Issues


Research all past service and quality issues to ensure that you are prepared to defend issues that have been resolved and explain those that have not. Be prepared to tell the stories of how you and your team have performed in tough situations. You want to avoid getting blindsided by stakeholders who may use these issues as leverage to push you to back down on the price increase.






Messaging and Narratives


Gather data, reports, numbers, proof sources, and anecdotes to allow you to make an incontrovertible case for why the price increase is necessary and the value you deliver. Use this information to develop your stories, because statements, business cases, objection turnarounds, and value bridges.






Objections and Negotiation


Consider the potential questions and objections you may receive from the stakeholders. Develop and practice your responses.


Clearly understand your negotiation authority, targets, and limits. Build a list of nonmonetary concessions that you have at your disposal. Know the numbers and be able to do the math to support your position at the negotiation table.






Practice


Benjamin Franklin once said that by failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail. Have the discipline to poke holes in everything: your business case, question responses, objection turnarounds, and negotiation strategy. Play out all the worst-case scenarios so that you are prepared for any eventuality.


Price increase conversations tend to move fast. You'll need to think on your feet. The stakes and emotional pressure are high. Emotional discipline controls the game board.


Going into the emotional cauldron of a price increase conversation without pre-planning increases the probability that you lose control of the game. On the other hand, preparation calms the mind, builds confidence, and bends win probability in your favor.










Exercise 15.1 Pre–Price Increase Conversation Planning




Choose an account that you are targeting for a price increase. Using what you have learned in the last two chapters, plan your price increase conversation.
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Set the Stage






My wife is a person who does not like sudden change. This doesn't mean that she won't change – she just needs time and space to accept it. Without that room, she rebels, clings to the status quo, and becomes intractable.


We met way back in high school and it's been this way our whole lives. Her reluctance to change, try something new, or be spontaneous used to drive me crazy. I'd find something fun to do, excitedly approach her with it, and instantly be shut down.


I would do my best to sell it – pushing and cajoling – but it didn't work. She'd dig her heels in and reject the idea. I'd get my feelings hurt and become angry.


Below the surface this conflict stoked deep resentment that hurt our marriage. As you learned earlier, resentment and contempt are intensely negative emotions that are very difficult to resolve. Unchecked, these emotions can destroy relationships. Fortunately for our marriage, I learned a better way.


I love to travel and I really love to travel with my wife. Except that travel takes her out of her status quo comfort zone. If I spring a trip on her, “Why don't we go visit some wineries this weekend?” she'll say no.


Therefore, when I want to go on a trip, in order to help her accept it, I set the stage. I begin priming her for the trip as far ahead as possible. This technique has forced me to become much more disciplined with my messaging and planning. When I use this technique though, it makes it much easier for her to accept change and I almost always achieve my objective.


For example, a few years back I wanted to take a trip to Europe. Nine months before the trip I broached the idea with her. She immediately shut it down with excuses for why we couldn't go – the dogs, the horses, the house, our business.


I took a deep breath, waited a week. Then, at dinner, I talked about how much fun we might have in Paris and showed her some pictures of the city. This time the reception wasn't as harsh. Over the next 60 days, we talked more about the trip until finally she said, “I think we could possibly pull this off.” She was stepping into change.


Then I began introducing potential itineraries. She leaned in and became more interested. She started asking questions about museums and looking at hotels with me. We made plans for managing our farm while we were gone.


Finally, I closed the deal with an assumptive close, “I'm going to go ahead and get our tickets before the prices go up.” She agreed and we enjoyed a wonderful, once in a lifetime, European vacation.






Customers Resist Change


Most people don't like change. Yet, even though we may initially put up a wall of resistance, once we have time to work through it, we'll usually accept it. For customers, price increases feel like change. This is why you'll lower resistance to price increases when you give them time and space to accept them.


One of the key reasons that customers resist price increases is they feel like something of value is being taken away from them. In some cases, the price increase will require them to make adjustments in their business or pass the increase along to their customers. They may worry that they won't be able to manage or adapt to these changes. In this state, they become fearful, panic, and fixate on what they have lost.


This is a natural part of being human. We value the status quo and certainty. We don’t like it when things are taken from us. Sometimes we make mountains out of molehills.


Then again, most customers are realistic enough to recognize that there will be change and there will be price increases. They, like so many people, just need time to accept it.


When you set the stage for price increases, it is much easier for your customer to accept them. Acceptance is when we accede to the inevitability of change and move on with our lives. As humans, we all go through this process.


There are four key ways to set the stage for price increase acceptance:




	Prime customers for change.


	Give them a “heads up.”


	Leverage the Law of Reciprocity.


	Set formal appointments for the price increase conversations.









Prime Customers for Change


When you are aware that a price increase is possible or imminent, you'll do yourself a big favor by getting ahead of it and priming customers for the inevitable. Priming is a powerful technique used to influence a person's subconscious and prepare them to accept the price increase without resistance.1


There is a powerful scene in Will Smith's movie Focus in which Smith's character leverages priming to win a high-stakes wager. Smith and his team spend the entire day “priming” his opponent to subconsciously choose 55 by making sure that everywhere he goes he sees and hears the number.


It's on a poster in the elevator, on the hotel doorman's lapel, on t-shirts and signs of a protest rally, and even in the music playing in the background where the bet is taking place. Inevitably, with everything on the line, the target of the wager chooses 55 and Smith wins the bet.


While the scene in Focus is pure fiction and completely manipulative, the concept of priming is grounded in neuroscience. There are multiple ways to prime the human brain to alter a future behavior, ranging from suggestion, audio cues, repetitive messages, to experiences, and even images.


For example, were I to show you a picture of food and then ask you to fill in the blank in SO__P, you'd most likely fill in U for SOUP. In this example, I primed your answer by injecting an associated idea into your memory.


Showing you the color red, for example, increases the probability that you'll think of an apple rather than a banana when I ask you to choose a fruit.


When you give people a point of reference, they tend to think in that direction. In one study, scientists changed the background music that was playing in a liquor store from one day to the next. German beer hall music on Tuesdays and French cafe music on Wednesdays. Correspondingly, German beer sales increased on Tuesdays and French wine sales on Wednesdays.


In other studies, people who were shown pictures of overweight people went on to eat more; and people who were shown the price before tasting wine were much more likely to say that wine with a higher price tasted better even though all the wine was exactly the same cheap grocery store jug wine.


In sales, priming is a powerful human influence framework. When used appropriately, it helps you move customers from their comfort zone and into change.


Let me be clear though, when I discuss priming in the context of selling, I am not and do not endorse manipulative tactics. Rather, the objective is influence. For example, I used priming to influence my wife to accept the trip to Europe, which was a very good thing.


The most effective way to prime customers for price increases is through suggestion. You simply suggest that a price increase is likely at some point in the future. The key is repetitively dropping these little nuggets during your regular, ongoing conversations with customers well in advance of price increase conversations.


For example you may say:




	“We've been working really hard to keep our prices low despite the pressures from our supply chain, but I don't know how much longer we can go without some sort of increase.”


	“Our suppliers have been increasing their prices on us. So far we've been able to absorb it, but I'm concerned that at some point we'll need to pass through some of these increases.”


	“Our leadership team has been talking about the possibility of some increases in our prices. Nothing for sure at the moment, but I'll keep you posted.”


	“You're really lucky because the prices you are paying now are much lower than what our newer customers are paying.”


	“We have been doing our best not to increase prices on our loyal customers like you. However, there is a chance that we may have to make some adjustments in the future.”


	“Did you hear that our competitors just pushed through a major price increase?”


	“Did you see the big price increase on (name an unrelated product, service, or industry)?”


	“We were just forced to increase the prices on another product line. Fortunately that did not impact you.”


	“How are you handling price increases with your customers?”


	“I can't believe how much I just had to pay for (name the product)!”


	“Have you noticed how much prices are going up on everything?”





Each of these statements/questions injects the expectation for a future price increase into your customers’ subconscious memory, thus smoothing the way to acceptance without resistance.






Give Customers a “Heads Up”


An excellent way to help customers step into a future price increase is to give them a heads up that a price increase is imminent and prompt them to get ahead of the curve and place an order at the current prices. This is a form of priming that also offers tangible benefits for your customer.


Here's what you do: When you know a price increase is coming, go to your customer and tell them about it. Then recommend that they stock up, place orders, or pay for services/subscriptions in advance before the price goes up. Essentially, you are giving them early “insider information.”


Everybody wins. You get new sales now and your customer saves by stocking up before the increase. Plus they are fully primed to accept the price increase when it goes into effect. As a bonus, you earn goodwill by giving them the heads up and saving them money (see the Law of Reciprocity below).






Leverage the Law of Reciprocity


Robert B. Cialdini, author of Influence, says, “One of the most potent of the weapons of influence around us is the rule for reciprocation. The rule says that we should try to repay, in kind, what another person has provided us.”


In layman's terms, the Law of Reciprocity simply explains that when someone gives you something, you feel an obligation to give value back. This feeling of obligation, the need to reciprocate, is baked deep into human psychology.


The more you give, the more you receive. When you do nice things for your customers, they'll feel a subconscious obligation to give something back to you. This compelling need to reciprocate can reduce resistance and grease the wheels of price increase acceptance.


From a business standpoint, you trigger the feeling of obligation in your customers by managing your accounts, being responsive to their requests, solving problems, and going the extra mile. This means always doing more than you are required to.


However, you'll create a much more powerful feeling of obligation when you make your customers feel important and appreciated. The human need to feel that we matter is so insatiable that when you make people feel important, you give the greatest gift you can give another human being.


The most powerful gifts are often simple expressions of gratitude. For example, Rafael sent a card to his customer. “His wife had just had a baby. I noticed that he seemed stressed and tired. So I got a funny card and wrote, ‘Take some time for yourself. New dads need rest, too.’ It really touched him,” said Rafael.


Brandy noticed that her customer was an advocate for finding a cure for breast cancer. “She was always involved with fundraising activities. This was her passion. So, one day at lunch I asked her why. She explained that her sister and mother had both died from breast cancer. I was moved by her story and volunteered to work with her on a fundraising event and took my daughters along, too. We had the chance to connect in a very special way. She thanked me profusely for showing up,” said Brandy.


Lori is an account executive who sells to dentists. “While visiting one of my customers he shared that he was trying to find a special gift for his son for Christmas, but was having no luck. Two weeks later I found what he was looking for, bought it, and had it delivered to his office the next day. He has never forgotten,” said Lori.


Tim sent an email to his key contact's boss praising her professionalism. “She called me the next day and said that my gesture was the one of the nicest things anyone had ever done for her,” said Tim.


Mary Kay Ash, founder of Mary Kay cosmetics, said that you should “Pretend that every single person you meet has a sign around their neck that says, ‘Make me feel important.’ Not only will you succeed in sales, you will succeed in life.”


Making customers feel important is the easiest, least expensive, and most powerful way to improve the outcomes of future price increase conversations. Small acts of kindness have a lasting impact and allow you to tap into the true power of reciprocity. Remembering a customer's birthday, sending a handwritten thank-you note, or texting over a congratulatory message are easy.


The good news is that it doesn't cost a thing to be nice and when the time comes to approach your customer about a price increase, they'll remember your past kindness and repay your gift with acceptance without resentment.






Set a Formal Appointment for the Price Increase Conversation


“Drive-by” price increase conversations in which you show up cold by phone, video, or in person, and drop the bad news in your customer's lap can trigger a wave of objections, resistance, and resentment. It's not professional, respectful, or fair to your customer. People, especially businesspeople, do not like these sorts of surprises.


Treat price increase conversations like you would any important sales presentation. Set a formal appointment in advance and tell your customer the objective of the meeting. Be completely transparent.


Sometimes when I give this advice to sellers they'll push back, “If I tell my customer that we'll be talking about a price increase, then they'll be armed with objections.”


This is true. When they know that the meeting is about a price increase, it gives them time to prepare their rebuttals. Which in turn forces you to get your ducks in a row and prepare to make your case.


On the other hand, pre-framing the meeting gives them the time and space they need to work through the mental process of accepting the price increase and a new reality. This almost always results in a more collaborative setting with lower resistance, allowing you to achieve your objective of maximizing the price increase without losing your customer.










Exercise 16.1 Setting the Stage




Choose an important or strategic account that is due for a price increase. Then develop a timeline, plan, and campaign to set the stage for your price increase:


 


 


 


 


 


 












 



Part Three Wrap-Up: Reflections


Before moving on, take a moment to reflect on what you have learned and answer these questions:




	What concerns you the most about defending price increases? How might you get past those concerns?

 


 


 


 


 



	Which of the three rules for dealing with upset customers do you think you struggle with most? (They are: #1 Don't make them angry; #2 Don't make it worse; #3 Shut up and listen.) How can you strengthen your skills for this?

 


 


 


 


 



	How do you feel the risk profile process will change the way you approach customers with price increases?

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



	What steps do you need to take to become more focused on preparing for price increase conversations?

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



	Imagine that you need to tell your most valuable customer about a non-negotiable price increase. How might you set the stage?

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 










Note




	1.  “Priming,” Psychology Today, n.d., https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/priming.
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Message Matters






You've targeted your account, set the stage, made the appointment, and prepared for your price increase conversation. Now you must deliver the message. This is the moment of truth.


It's just you and your customer. The price increase, future orders, and your account are on the line. When discussing price increases with customers, the message – what you say AND how you say it – matters.






Confidence Is the Key Ingredient


“It worked!” The twenty-something sales rep exclaimed during a session of the Selling the Price Increase Master Class I was teaching.


Coming into the course, Arianna had been struggling with price increase conversations. Her customers were pushing back hard, shutting her down, threatening to buy from her competitors, and generally winning the conversations. She had been shaken by these experiences and was exasperated by how badly the interactions were going for her.


In our course, just like in this book, we begin with a discussion of how the fear of rejection causes sellers to approach price increase conversations with trepidation and how their insecurity negatively impacts the outcomes of these conversations.


Following the session on disrupting the fear of rejection, I'd tasked the class with choosing five customers to approach with price increases. The objective was to build obstacle immunity by facing their fear of rejection head on and practicing relaxed, assertive confidence in spite of it.


Prior to the exercise, we role played and practiced the confident approach. During the role-play Arianna expressed concern that it wouldn't work. “This feels so pushy,” she complained.


Sensing her trepidation, I spoke to her one to one after class and convinced her to “at least give it a try.”


The following week she came into class beaming. “I honestly didn't think it would work. But I told my customer about the price increase without beating around the bush, then shut up like you said. They were like, ‘OK’ and that was it. Not even one objection. I seriously couldn't believe how easy it was!”


We've tracked thousands of sales interactions across a diverse set of industries. When salespeople demonstrate relaxed, assertive confidence in price increase conversations and other situations in which customers are asked to step out of their comfort zones, those customers accept the new reality without resistance about 70 percent of the time.


Conversely, nonassertive, insecure, I-don't-want-to-seem-too-pushy approaches are much more likely to generate pushback, conflict, rejection, and objections. Which is, of course, exactly what the seller was hoping to avoid by not being “too pushy.”


 



Emotional Contagion: Customers Respond in Kind


One of the truths about human behavior is that people tend to respond in kind. “People are extremely good at picking up on other people's emotions – both negative and positive – without consciously trying,” writes Shirley Wang in her article “Contagious Behavior.”1


Emotional contagion is a subconscious response that causes humans to mirror or mimic the behaviors and emotions of those around them. It makes it very easy for humans to both feel what other humans are feeling and transfer emotions to other people.


Knowing how to leverage emotional contagion is a powerful meta-skill for influencing human behavior.


Working with horses is my true passion and has been since I was a kid. I've spent thousands of hours grooming, training, riding, and observing horses. Over the years I've found that horses offer wonderful analogies for interacting with people. Horses are emotional, willful, playful, intelligent beings, each with their own unique personality.


They have an innate ability to pick up on human emotions and respond in kind. They sense both confidence and insecurity. When you are interacting with a horse for the first time, it will test you. If it senses that you are fearful, the horse will exploit it. It will behave in a way that elevates your fear until it can convince you to give up and go away.


Human insecurity does not mix well with horses. If horses don't believe you're in charge, they'll take charge. And since horses are much bigger, things usually don't go well once they do. This is why, when working with horses, you have to be bigger on the inside than you are on the outside.


No matter how nervous you feel, no matter how fearful, you must project confidence. Once you do, though, the horse will almost always respond in kind, accept you as the boss, and follow your lead.


Customers are no different. Your emotions influence their emotions and they will respond in kind. When you approach price increase conversations with insecurity, beating around the bush with passive words, tone of voice, and body language, customers sense your fear.


In this state, you wait for your customer to do your job for you and sell the price increase to themselves. But they don't. Instead, they resist and push back with objections. Like a lion separating the weak gazelle from the herd, they pounce.


For this reason, with horses or people, the most powerful emotional state is relaxed, assertive confidence. Nothing sells price increases better than confidence.


When you pair relaxed, assertive confidence with a compelling message that makes your case, you bend the probability decidedly in your favor that your customer will accept the price increase without resistance.






Developing Confidence


Of course, talking about confidence and actually being confident are two very different things. Rising above the emotions that disrupt confidence is a formidable challenge.


When you approach price increase conversations with confidence, you are taking an emotional risk with no guarantees, no cover, and no place to hide. There is always the chance that your approach will be rejected or that customers will scoff at your business case, balk at your explanation, dismiss the defense of your position, and refuse to accept the price increase.


This can trigger a deep sense of vulnerability, causing you to shift your approach to a more passive, insecure stance in order to protect yourself. Yet, like Arianna, when your communication is passive out of concern that you are being too “pushy,” it has the opposite effect. Customers become even more resistant to your price increase.
 



Confidence Sharpens Confidence


The good news for Arianna is that confidence sharpens confidence. World War I Ace Eddie Rickenbacker said, “Courage is doing something you fear.” He also said that courage cannot exist without fear. His message: It is OK to feel afraid, it is not OK to allow fear to hold you back.


Sometimes you've got to fake it until you make it. Even when you are shaking in your boots, you must appear relaxed, poised, and confident on the outside.


This is exactly what I asked Arianna and her classmates to do. Despite her self-doubt and fear, she willed herself to use confident words and body language even though everything inside her was screaming at her to stop! The approach was successful, which, in turn, sharpened her confidence. For Arianna, this led to higher self-esteem and improved effectiveness in price increase conversations.








Trust the Process


This is exactly why I began this book with a discussion about the fear of rejection. In fact, everything you have learned so far leading up to this chapter is designed to help you bolster your confidence in price increase conversations:




	Developing obstacle immunity and learn to rise above your disruptive emotions.


	Understanding the five big fears and how to mitigate them.


	Avoiding mistakes with customers that can lead to harsh responses, resentment, and damaged relationships.


	Earning price increases with proactive, consistent account management activities.


	Following a systematic approach and process when selling price increases.


	Building risk profiles and adjust your approach based on rational risk assessments.


	Setting the stage for price increases to reduce resistance and smooth acceptance.


	Preparing and practicing.





The truth is, price increase conversations make most salespeople feel uncomfortable and vulnerable, which is why we prefer to avoid them. The steps listed above are part and parcel of developing relaxed, assertive confidence when approaching these challenging and crucial conversations.


When you follow a proven system, you bend win probability in your favor; and, it's much easier to feel confident when you believe that the probability of success is high.


Think about your own retirement plan for a moment. Each month, money is taken from your paycheck and invested in the mutual funds, stocks, and bonds that you have chosen in your 401K. It's highly likely that you've set up a diversified portfolio rather than one in which all of your eggs are in a single basket.


You feel confident in this approach because the system and process of diversification and dollar cost averaging (putting money in every month) has a much higher probability of working out for you over the long run than stuffing cash under your mattress or putting all of your money into a single high-risk investment.


Certainly you could lose everything. However, it's much easier to feel confident in your approach when you believe that the probability of success is high.


Admittedly, price increase conversations would be much easier if there was always a 100 percent probability that customers would happily accept your price increases. Just like investing would be easier and less stressful if you made money 100 percent of the time. But alas, there are no guarantees in investing or sales.


The next best thing, however, is bending win probability in your favor by following a tried-and-true system and process. This begins with managing every element within your control to shape, influence, and bend the probability curve in your favor.


 



Change Your Self-Talk


Henry Ford said, “Whether you think you can or you think you can't, you are right.” In sales you control your actions, reaction, and mindset. If you believe your customer won't buy the price increase, then they probably won't.


Confidence is a mindset. When you lack confidence in yourself, customers tend to lack confidence in you. Therefore if you want to sell customers your price increase, you need to buy it first.


Your mindset, self-image, self-esteem, and attitude are influenced by a little voice inside your head that jabbers away 24/7. That voice is either building you up or tearing you down.


Sometimes, like Arianna, your self-talk turns negative because you have setbacks during price increase conversations. Your customer responded harshly and you felt rejected. Then you dwelled on it. You beat yourself up, wished you hadn't said this or that.


When you start playing these defeat loops in your head, it quickly drains your confidence. This is why, in sales at least, you cannot afford the luxury of a negative thought. If you are in this state, telling yourself what you can't do, then it is time to change your self-talk.


Confident sales professionals make an intentional effort to monitor their self-talk and change it when it goes negative. Whether through a bounce-back routine, personal development routine, or the intentional decision to use different language, when you tell yourself you are going to win and keep telling yourself so, it bolsters your confidence and expectation for success.






Change Your Physiology


When you feel insecure or vulnerable, you tend to slump your shoulders, lower your chin, and look at the floor. This transmits a physical signal of insecurity to others.


Nonverbal communication has a massive impact on our ability to connect with and influence other people. A distinguished list of researchers, including Dr. Albert Mehrabian and Dr. Paul Eckman, have done extensive research on the impact of nonverbal cues on human communication. They have concluded that somewhere between 70 percent and 93 percent of human communication is nonverbal.


Table 17.1 offers some examples of nonverbal communication that either make you seem insecure or come across as relaxed and confident.






Table 17.1 Managing Nonverbal Communication










	Transmits Insecurity and Fear

	Demonstrates a Relaxed, Assertive Confidence 
 





	Speaking with a high-pitched voice.

	Speaking with normal inflection and a deeper pitch. 




	Speaking fast. Fast talkers seem untrustworthy.

	Speaking at a relaxed pace with appropriate pauses. 




	Using a tense or defensive tone of voice.

	Using a friendly tone – you have a smile in your voice and on your face. 




	Speaking too loudly or too softly.

	Using appropriate voice modulation. You put the appropriate emotional emphasis on the right words and phrases. 




	Using a frail or nervous tone of voice with too many filler words (“ums” and “uhs”) and awkward pauses.

	Using direct, intentional, properly paced tone and speech – you get right to the point. 




	Lack of eye contact – looking away. Nothing says “I can't be trusted” and “I'm not confident” like poor eye contact.

	Making direct, appropriate eye contact. 




	Keeping your hands in your pockets.

	Putting your hands by your side or out in front of you as you speak. This may feel uncomfortable but makes you look powerful and confident. 




	Making wild gestures or hand motions.

	Using hand gestures in a calm and controlled manner. 




	Touching your face or hair, or putting your fingers in your mouth – clear signs that you are nervous or insecure.

	Placing hands in a power position. They are by your side or out in front of you in a controlled, nonthreatening manner. 




	Standing hunched over, head down, arms crossed.

	Standing straight, chin up, shoulders back. This posture will also make you feel more confident. 




	Shifting back and forth on your feet or rocking your body.

	Standing still in a natural power pose. 




	Using stiff posture, tense body language.

	Using a relaxed, natural posture. 




	Clenching your jaw with a tense look on face.

	Smiling in a relaxed manner. The smile is a universal nonverbal sign that relays, “I'm friendly and can be trusted.” 




	Offering a weak, limp, sweaty palm handshake.

	Using a firm, confident handshake delivered while making direct eye contact. 
  




Studies on human behavior from virtually every corner of the academic world have proven time and again that we can change how we feel and how other people perceive our emotional state simply by adjusting our physical posture. In other words, your internal emotions and perceptions about those emotions can be reshaped by your outward physiology.


A change in physical posture not only elicits a change in emotions2 but also triggers a neurochemical response.3 Research by Amy Cuddy of Harvard University demonstrates that “power posing,” physically standing in a posture of confidence, even when you don't feel confident, impacts testosterone and cortisol levels in the brain. The hormones cortisol and testosterone play a significant role in creating the feeling of confidence.4


Moms, teachers, and coaches have always known this basic truth. They've been giving us this same advice for years. Keep your chin up. Lift your shoulders. Sit up straight. You'll feel better and look better. When you put your shoulders up and chin up, you look and feel confident.


In every price increase conversation the person who demonstrates the greatest emotional control has the highest probability of getting their desired outcome. Therefore, you must exert a tremendous amount of self-control and discipline to manage every outward behavior during price increase conversations so that you project confidence.






Change Your Words


When you send cues to your customers via verbal and nonverbal communication, it is called encoding. When they interpret what you say and how you say it for meaning, it's called decoding.


During price increase conversations, you are on stage. Customers are scanning for congruence between your nonverbal communication (how you say it) and your words (what you say). When there is incongruence, customers begin to doubt and mistrust your motives. When they sense insecurity, savvy customers will exploit it to push you into reducing the price increase or reversing it all together.


Evolutionary biologist Mark Pagel calls language social technology.5 He theorizes that one of the main reasons language evolved in humans was to make it easier to sell things,6 thus accelerating commerce and eventually creating the modern-day sales profession.


Pagel asserts that language is a powerful, neural “audio technology for rewiring other people's minds” because “it allows you to implant a thought from your mind directly into someone else's mind.”7 Much like a TV remote control, you can leverage language to alter the settings inside your customer's brain and cause them to accept your price increase without objection.8


The most effective word choices for encoding price increase acceptance are emotionally neutral, direct, and confident. It is important to remember that your words convey the message that you are either assuming that your customer will accept the price increase or assuming that they won't. This is critically important because closing the price increase and gaining acceptance is almost always accomplished through an assumptive close (see chapter 22). Table 17.2 provides some basic examples of insecure words versus confident words.
 





Table 17.2 The Words You Use










	Nonassumptive, Passive, and Insecure

	Assumptive and Confident 
 





	“Unfortunately we are raising prices on …”

	“We are increasing our price on this component because …” 




	“I just wanted to reach out to see if we could schedule some time to talk about a potential price increase that we may be implementing if that's OK. What's the best time for you?“

	“The purpose for my call is to schedule a meeting to discuss an upcoming price increase on shipping. How about Thursday at 2 p.m.?” 




	“Are you OK with that?”

	“The price increase will begin on the next billing cycle.” 




	“I know this might be hard on you.”

	“This price increase allows us to serve you better.” 




	“What do you think?”

	“I'm just going to need your signature on the updated agreement.” 




	“I'm really sorry about the price increase.”

	“Thank you very much for your business and I'm looking forward to working with you on your new initiatives this year.” 
  








Avoid Projecting


Most importantly do not apologize for your price increase or use words that might cause your customer to believe that you are not bought into it.


Empathy is standing in another person's shoes and attempting to understand things from their point of view. Projecting is arrogantly deciding what other people should think and feel based only on your self-centered emotions and point of view.




	“If it were me I'd never pay that much.”


	“If it were me I'd go straight to the competitor.”


	“I'd never accept a price increase like that!”





Far too often, salespeople confuse projecting with empathy. Projecting can be deadly to your confidence because you are deciding in advance how your customer will respond, not based on their reality, but rather on yours.


When you project, you sell the price increase based on the size of your wallet rather than theirs. This is the basis for premeditated insecurity, which changes the shape of both your nonverbal and verbal communication.










Exercise 17.1 Developing Confidence




Take a moment to listen to your self-talk and reflect on the lessons learned in this chapter by answering the following questions:




	What do you believe about yourself and your ability to succeed in price increase situations?

 


 


 


 



	When do you find yourself projecting? How is this hurting you?

 


 


 


 



	When and in which situations do you feel most insecure when approaching price increase conversations? What can you do to disrupt this feeling and approach with more confidence?

 


 


 


 



	What changes do you need to make with your body language to project more confidence?

 


 


 


 



	How often are you getting bogged down in negative self-talk? What can you do to disrupt this pattern?

 


 


 


 



	How might you avoid projecting when approaching customers with price increases?

 


 


 


 



	Consider some of your word patterns or choices that may be causing you to seem insecure. How might you change these words to project confidence?
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Discover






Suppose your customer says, “Alright, I get it. Your costs are going up and you need to pass on some of it. I'm willing to pay a little more, but you are asking for too much.” What next? At this moment of truth, as the negotiation is initiated, there are four possible paths you may take: capitulate, counter, confront, clarify.






Capitulate


Some sellers, out of insecurity, quickly capitulate to avoid conflict, make their customer happy, win approval, or just get it over with. They go all the way to the bottom limit of their negotiation authority and give away the maximum price increase concession with no attempt whatsoever to negotiate, leaving price increase points, profits, commissions, and bonuses on the table.


 



Counter


Other salespeople jump right into negotiation with a quick reactive counteroffer before truly understanding the customer's position. They react without thinking. This can cause them to move too fast, negotiate the wrong thing, or give away unnecessary early concessions.






Confront


Then there are the sellers whose reflex response is to argue back and defend their position without even listening to their customer. They treat their customer as an adversary and attempt to prevail in an argument. In this state, negotiation becomes a competition rather than a collaboration.


Out of frustration, they may tell their customer to go pound sand. Or respond with something like, “That's fine. If you don't want to pay the increase, there are a dozen other people who will be happy to snap up our limited inventory!”


Remember our discussion of psychological reactance and resentment from previous chapters? Instead of gaining alignment and agreement, confrontation creates animosity, exasperation, frustration, and sometimes resentment for both you and your customer. Should either of you lose face, the result could be permanent damage to the relationship and ultimately handing your customer over to a competitor.






Clarify


There is a better way. When your customer attempts to negotiate, pause. Use a ledge to collect your emotions and gain control of the conversation by asking open-ended questions that get them talking.


 



Get the Issues on the Table


One of the keys to becoming a more effective negotiator is learning how to slow things down, rise above your emotions, and patiently get everything on the table before addressing any demands for concessions.


When customers ask for concessions or express concerns, it's not always clear what they mean or are asking for. Sometimes they express a concern one way – “your price increase is not fair” – but mean something else – “I don't trust your math.”


At times the pushback might feel like an attack. They may come at you hard with sharp demands, take extreme positions, or attempt to bully you and push you into making quick concessions.


The Discover step is designed to act as a ledge to give you the space necessary to get your emotions under control, clarify the other side's position, and isolate what must be negotiated.


Never, ever assume you know what your customer means. Always clarify by patiently asking open-ended questions that get them talking.




	“Can you help me understand what you mean?”


	“Tell me more.”


	“Walk me through what's bothering you.”


	“What do you feel is not fair?”


	“Can you take me through what's worrying you about this?”





“How so?” and “How do you mean?” are two of my favorite and most used clarifying questions, because they get customers talking.


Another easy way to pull information from customers is the statement and pause approach. You'll say something like, “Wow, it sounds like that's really important to you….” Then pause and use silence as leverage to do the rest of the work.


In the Discover step, you are simply acknowledging that you hear your customer and relate to them as a person. You are not agreeing to a concession or rolling over. Nor are you discounting their concern, challenging their point of view, judging them, or starting an argument. You are simply relating and affirming, “I get you, and it's OK that you feel this way.”


Your goal is to get everything out in the open so you know exactly what you are dealing with. If you begin negotiating or making concessions before you understand what the other party really means or wants, you may end up giving away more than required to align on an agreement.


The key to this step is keeping your eyes and ears open and your mouth shut. There is absolutely nothing more critical to aligning on an agreement than asking great clarifying questions and listening.










Exercise 26.1 Avoid Price Increase Negotiation Mistakes




Consider the four paths to negotiated outcomes – capitulate, counter, confront – and how you might avoid making early mistakes when negotiating price increases.




Capitulate: When choosing this path, you're likely to avoid conflict, but it's important to consider what you might be giving up. What would be the results of going straight to the bottom limit of your negotiation authority? What effect would it have on your company, your career, and even your personal life? What can you do to avoid this path?


 


 


 


 


 


Counter: Countering is reacting without thinking. What are the risks of going for a quick resolution? What might you be giving away? What can you do to avoid this path?


 


 


 


 


 


Confront: Some salespeople don't mind a confrontation, and others just have a hard time avoiding one. What are the risks of this path? What can you do to keep your cool and remind yourself that you and your customer are on the same side?
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Influencing Price Increase Acceptance






You learned in the last chapter that nothing is more effective for compelling customers to accept price increases than approaching conversations with relaxed, assertive confidence. In this chapter you will gain insight into the next piece of the puzzle: developing effective price increase messaging.


When selling price increases, your messaging will need to flex to and be shaped around the various price increase scenarios and approaches.


Remember that there are two main types of price increase initiatives. Broad-based price increase campaigns are campaigns that impact many customers at the same time and require the entire sales and service team to engage. Targeted account-based price increases, target specific accounts at contract renewal, on reorders, or specific line items.


Within these initiatives, price increases will either be non-negotiable or negotiable. You will typically defend non-negotiable price increases while approaching negotiable price increases by either presenting or asking.


Presenting is an assumptive approach. When you present you give your customer a succinct and clear reason for the increase, tell them when it will take effect, and leverage an assumptive close. Asking is a more nuanced and collaborative method when approaching strategic and large, high-risk accounts.






The Three Drivers of Price Increase Acceptance


Since we know that customers don't like price increases, it is worthwhile to consider what motivates customers to accept them. Studies indicate that the top three drivers of customer price increase acceptance are customer satisfaction, perceived fairness, and magnitude of the increase relative to current spend or value received.




Customer Satisfaction


Customers understand the relationship between service and quality and the amount they pay.1 When customers are happy and feel that they are getting good value for their money, they are far more likely to accept the price increase without resistance, resentment, or considering switching to your competitors.


Studies have consistently demonstrated that customers will pay more when the perceived value is high and they are satisfied. This is exactly why managing your accounts and delivering a legendary customer experience pays off. When you do a good job for your customers, you earn price increases.


The problem is that customers hate price increases. Because of this, they can sometimes get amnesia and forget about how satisfied they are with your product, service, or software.


Consequently, with some customers, you may need to remind them of all the wonderful things you have done and are doing for them. Especially when presenting a formal business case, you'll want to include past customer satisfaction scores, quarterly review results, and other fact-based evidence of your customer's satisfaction.


The good news is that happy customers are much more anchored to the status quo. This makes them far less likely to risk change over a price increase. Accordingly, you can accentuate the risk of change in formal business cases by highlighting the costs and hazards of changing while reminding them of their past dissatisfaction before they began working with you.






Perceived Fairness of the Price Increase


Humans have an acute, innate sensitivity to fairness.2 We spot inequities easily, keep score, and when given the opportunity will do our best to balance the scales.3 When the scales are out of balance too long, we know that relationships sour.


Our sense of fairness is a similar emotional drive to need to reciprocate when we are given gifts. For this reason, customers are more willing and motivated to accept price increases when you demonstrate why the price increase is fair.4


Customers get that when your costs have increased significantly through no fault of your own, it is fair to pass some or all of that increase on. However, when making the case for fairness, you must not break trust or cause your customer to question your reasoning. As soon as this happens, you forfeit the moral high ground and risk losing your customer.


Customers do not respond well to sellers who “cry wolf” or manipulate their emotions. For this reason, you need to have a firm grasp of the data and facts and be able to clearly articulate those facts to back up your case when you get questions or objections about the fairness of the increase.


 



Magnitude of the Price Increase


When the price increases are small, customers readily accept them. However, as the magnitude of the price increase grows, so does resistance.


The important variable with the perception of price increase magnitude, though, is relativity. Price increase magnitude is not an absolute measure. It shifts as perspective shifts.


The size of the price increase will be considered large or small relative to how your customer views their current spend and/or the added value they perceive they will derive or are deriving from your product, service, or software relative to the increase.


This is further complicated by your perspective. If you feel that a price increase is too large, you may project that onto your customer and thus become insecure about approaching them with it. Or, on the other hand, if you view it as small, you may become incredulous, arrogant, and unsympathetic when customers push back, thus driving them into the arms of your competitors.


To improve the probability that your customer accepts the price increase without resistance, first consider their perspective. This will help you tailor a message that resonates with them.


Then be prepared to make a strong case for why your customer should pay more based on past, present, and future value. Your message will be much more persuasive when it minimizes the perceived magnitude of the increase by increasing the perceived value your customer will derive from it.








Answering WIIFM


Imagine for a moment that you are a customer. You are approached by your sales representative who tells you that the prices are going up on a service you purchase from them. In this situation, if you are human, your first thought will most likely be, “OK, but what's in it for me?”


What's in it for me (WIIFM) is a natural human reflex response to a price increase. “If I'm paying more, what am I getting for it?” is a fair question. The good news is when you respond to your customer's WIIFM question with a relevant and reasonable answer, you improve the probability of selling the price increase without losing them to a competitor.


Customers accept price increases for their reasons, not yours. This is why the most persuasive price increase messages are customer-centric. You must bridge or connect the price increase to each customer's unique WIIFM and clearly explain why the price increase matters to them.


This, of course, becomes more challenging in situations where the price increase is being driven by economic pressure and rising costs leaving your customer paying more for the same thing. It is here that your message – our costs have gone up and we need to raise our prices accordingly – collides with your customer's emotional question, “What's in it for me?”


In these situations, when you feel that you don't have value to articulate, it is easy to make the mistake of delivering a purely fact-based message. What you must not forget is that humans base acceptance on emotions first. We feel first, then think.5


This is where understanding the three drivers of acceptance helps you sell the price increase. Your message will carry more impact when it appeals to your customer's emotions by linking it to one, two, or all three drivers.


The most effective way to check to see if your price increase message is answering your customer's WIIFM question, even in challenging situations like this, is to put it through the “So what?” test.


Once you craft your price increase message, read it out loud. Then from your customer's perspective ask the question, “So what?” This will force you to explain why and how it matters to your customer based on both their unique situation and the common price increase acceptance drivers. If your message does not clearly connect the dots, keep tweaking it until it does.






Authenticity


As you conduct your “So what?” test, also consider the authenticity, honesty, and transparency of your message.




	Does it sound contrived?


	Are you stretching the truth?


	Are you beating around the bush with euphemisms?





Just recently, I received a notice from a vendor announcing that they were “updating” their prices.


“Do you think I'm stupid?” I thought to myself. “It's a price increase, not an update!” It was an instant emotional turn-off and I ended up canceling my account with this vendor and moving to their competitor.


In modern society, we have become ultra-sensitive to BS messages like this. We resent being manipulated and treated as if we're so stupid that the word “updating” will make the price increase easier to swallow. Trust me, it doesn't. Instead, these types of euphemisms feel contrived, inauthentic, and patronizing.


Sellers and their companies make the mistake of using euphemisms for the phrase “price increase,” in an attempt to soften the blow, as a way to avoid rejection, or because they are not confident in the price increase.


However, rather than softening the blow, using this inauthentic approach increases the probability that you will make your customer angry and fosters skepticism, cynicism, and distrust. All of which makes it much more likely that you provoke resentment, get rejected, and lose your customer.


When you approach customers with price increases, they know what's afoot. They are aware that your objective is to sell them on it and get them to accept it. While they are not happy with the prospect of the price increase, they will resent you if you talk down to them or make them feel that you are attempting to manipulate them. Therefore, you'll be far more successful when your message is direct, honest, and transparent.


So drop the euphemisms. It's a price increase. Not a change, update, adjustment, modification, reevaluation, or amendment. Call it what it is.


The good news is, when relaxed, assertive confidence is paired with sound messaging frameworks, you have a winning combination. Customers will lean into you, respect your position, respond positively, and are much more likely to accept the price increase without resistance or resentment.


In the remainder of this section we'll explore the two primary price increase messaging frameworks:




	Direct, succinct because statements that are typically used with broad-based campaigns and in lower-risk situations when presenting and defending.


	Compelling, value-based business cases that are typically used when selling targeted and larger price increases in higher-risk situations.















Exercise 18.1 WIIFM 




Take a moment to consider a past or upcoming price increase initiative.


Next, brainstorm as many WIIFM answers as you can in the space below.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Choose the top three WIIFM answers that you feel will resonate best with your customer(s).
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The Eight Price Increase Narratives






The human brain is wired for stories. Stories evoke emotions and are far more compelling than raw facts. They grab our attention and pull us in. I'll spare you the reams of science on the subject, except to say that the data on the positive impact that stories have on sales outcomes is incontrovertible.


Why does this matter? Vivid, customer-centric narratives grease the skids of price increase acceptance. When you frame your price increase messages within stories or narratives, customers lean in to your message.


There are eight price increase narratives that are the building blocks for all effective price increase messages:




	Economic fairness


	Maintain quality


	Continue services


	Reverse value


	Reciprocity


	Past value


	Present value


	Future value





Either alone or woven together, these eight price increase narratives are the bridges that connect the reason for the price increase and the customer's WIIFM to the three drivers of acceptance. Once you master these narratives, crafting price increase messaging that compels acceptance becomes infinitely easier.






Economic Fairness Narrative


When you are raising your prices because economic pressure and rising costs are creating an untenable position for your company, messaging is a challenge. It's much easier to answer your customer's WIIFM question when you have additional value to offer. Not so much when your only message is that your customer will be paying more for the same thing.


In these situations, you'll leverage the Economic Fairness Narrative to appeal to your customer's sense of fairness. This narrative focuses squarely on the changing economic conditions that are out of your control including:




	Energy costs


	Shipping costs


	Labor costs


	Regulations and compliance costs


	Cost of goods


	Raw material cost increases


	Liability and legal costs





You've learned that customers have an innate sense of fairness and will accept price increases when convinced that your costs are going up and those costs are negatively impacting your operations. When leveraging the Economic Fairness Narrative – especially when fielding objections and negotiating – it is important to have data, math, and proof sources at your fingertips to counter customers who may question your motives.






Maintain Quality Narrative


Sometimes you need to raise prices to continue delivering the high-quality products or services your customers demand and to protect your brand reputation. This could include improvements to manufacturing processes, shifting to better suppliers, hiring more technicians and inspectors, making software upgrades, or maintaining the network, for example.


The Maintaining Quality Narrative is challenging for the same reason as the Economic Fairness Narrative. You are asking your customer to pay more for what they are already buying from you based on your intent not to allow quality levels to drop.


The key to an effective Maintaining Quality Narrative is the story of your company's unwavering commitment to quality connected to why it matters to your customer. You may also find it helpful to weave in economic pressures on costs such as rising labor rates along with articulating the negative impact to quality should you not increase prices.


Your narrative should remind your customer of their expectations for quality and why it matters to their operations, relationships with their own customers, or achieving their goals.


When presenting your Maintaining Quality Narrative as a formal business case, when handling objections, or while negotiating, be sure to have the data and proof sources to back up your case for the price increase.


 



Continue Services Narrative


Sometimes accounts become unprofitable. It could be that they are too small or difficult to service, too far outside of your core geographical area, or any number of issues that have put downward pressure on profitability.


When accounts become a drain on profitability, the only way you can afford to continue to service them is to make them profitable. This is also true for continuing to provide specific products or services that have become unprofitable. Price increases are a big part of that equation.


The Continue Services Narrative can be a difficult conversation because you are explaining to your customer that if they don't pay more you will be forced to exit their account or stop providing a particular product or service.


Especially for customers who have been buying from you for years, and count on you, it can feel like you are pulling the rug out from under them. They may feel slighted, as in: “We're no longer good enough for you! Or “We've been loyal to you all of these years, and now this?”


The problem is, if the customer does not accept the price increase, you will no longer be able to serve them. For this reason, it is easy to become cold or arrogant in your approach or talk down to them. To do so, though, is a big mistake because it can trigger resentment and the desire for retribution.


It is never a good idea to burn bridges. You never know when it will come back to bite you. There is also the risk that making your customer angry or pushing them into a corner can lead to nasty social media posts along with letters and calls to your company's top executives.


Your best move is to be nice. Be polite, confident, professional, and a good representative of your brand. Tell your customer how much you appreciate them and desire to continue the relationship. Thank them for their loyalty. Then do the math, show them how much it costs to service their account and appeal to their sense of fairness.


In my experience, when the Continue Services Narrative is delivered the right way, most customers accept the price increase, profitability improves, and both parties win.






Reverse Value Narrative


In certain situations, economic pressure and rising costs make it impossible to continue to deliver certain services at the same level without a price increase. Therefore, you either need to increase the price of the service (sometimes going from free to fee) or stop providing it to your customer altogether.


The Reverse Value Narrative makes this case. It works best with customers that value certain capabilities, features, and personalized services. When faced with the possibility of a service they value being taken away, they'll readily pay more.


An example might be an office coffee provider whose route service rep (RSR) maintains a law firm's eight coffee stations. The RSR cleans the stations on each visit and restocks the dispensers.


To reduce labor costs, many of the company's competitors have begun shipping coffee packages by mail with the responsibility for cleaning and maintaining the coffee stations falling on the customer.


In order to maintain this level of personalized service the company must raise its prices by 14 percent. Because the law firm values having the RSR take care of the coffee stations, it is relatively easy to make the case for the price increase.


With the Reverse Value Narrative, you are putting the ball in your customer's court and giving them options:




	Keep the valued service at a higher price.


	Remove the service with no price increase.





In these situations, it may be a good idea to remind your customer of the value they are getting from the service and how it makes their life easier. You may also need to remind them that your competitors do not offer the same service.


 



Reciprocity Narrative


When asking for price increases from large accounts that have leverage and buying power, sometimes to gain buy-in for the price increase, you need to make it personal.


You'll recall from an earlier chapter that people feel an obligation to repay that which they have been given. The Reciprocity Narrative is a direct and personal appeal to your customer's sense of obligation to pay back in kind what you have done for them. In other words, to return the favor by accepting the price increase.


You are appealing to your customer's sense of fairness while evoking a feeling of guilt for taking so much from you without giving back in order to compel them to accept the price increase.


Remind your customer of the special things you have done for them. Tell them stories of how you and your team have gone above and beyond. Do the math and show them the economic value they have derived from your extra effort and special treatment. This may also include reminding them that you have protected their account and not raised rates in years, even though all of your other customers pay more.


The Reciprocity Narrative only works in situations in which you have deep relationships and have worked very hard to earn the price increase by going the extra mile for your customer.






Past Value Narrative


When your price increase message focuses on past value, you are answering your customer's question, “So, what have you done for me lately?”


This is the story of your body of work. The problems you have solved, hoops jumped through, goals accomplished, and achievements along the way. It's about the features and capabilities you have added, quality and service improvements, and progress. Discuss how your customer is currently benefiting from these features and clearly articulate the outcomes they are receiving.


The Past Value Narrative is all about helping your customers see how satisfied they are with the service and quality you are providing. You could even call it the Customer Satisfaction Narrative.


When you can quantify the business outcomes and value you have delivered, be prepared to do the math and tell the story of the results. This helps put the magnitude of the price increase into perspective.


In your Past Value Narrative you may also want to remind them of the difficult road they were on before they selected you as their vendor. Tell the story of where they came from and how much progress has been made since they began working with you and your company. Leverage the results of their customer satisfaction surveys or quarterly reviews to make your case.


Well-articulated Past Value Narratives trigger your customer's status quo bias, accentuate the risks and cost of considering a competitive option, and appeal to their sense of fairness and reciprocity by establishing how you have contributed to the partnership and earned the price increase.






Present Value Narrative


The Present Value Narrative is an outcome-driven message that works best when tied to your customer's current goals, demands, priorities, expectations, or project timelines – especially when there have been changes in scope.


Present Value Narratives are extremely effective when you are getting pressure from your customer to deliver work or products on a short timeline or when the scope of a project has creeped, changed, or shifted.


With the Present Value Narrative, you are making the case for why the price increase is critical to getting the resources required to achieve your customer's current goals and respond to their priorities. The wonderful thing about this narrative is that it is directly connected to your customer's urgency, and it is all about them.






Future Value Narrative


The Future Value Narrative is a direct and tangible answer to your customer's WIIFM question. I have no doubt that you have experienced this sort of price increase messaging dozens of times: “We are increasing your price because we are committed to making investments to add more features and capabilities.”


The Future Value Narrative works because it is both a WIIFM value trade and it reduces the perceived magnitude of the price increase. In exchange for the price increase, your customer gets:




	Higher quality


	Better service


	More services


	New features


	Additional capabilities


	Faster performance


	Better data security


	Expanded product lines





The only challenge is that Future Value Narratives are used so frequently that customers have become cynical about these messages. In the back of their mind there is always the question, “Is this really true or am I being played?”


The most effective way to break through this cynicism is to be enthusiastic, passionate, and specific when describing the future value. Help your customer see how it will benefit them, make their experience better, and the business outcomes they should expect.


When possible, share the story of how so many of your other customers have been asking for the new features. Talk about surveys you have conducted, studies you have done, and how this new improvement sets you apart from competitors.










Exercise 19.1 What's Your Narrative




Choose three accounts you are targeting for price increases. Develop a unique price increase narrative for each account:


Account #1: 


Situation: 


Narrative Type: 


What's Your Narrative:


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Account #2: 


Situation: 


Narrative Type: 


What's Your Narrative:


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Account #3: 


Situation: 


Narrative Type: 


What's Your Narrative:


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 




















Leadership and Coaching Pro Tip


Future Value and Economic Reasons for Price Increases


Your sellers will not always understand or buy in to future value or economic reasons for price increases. When they have not bought it, their messages will naturally be less enthusiastic, confident, and convincing.


For this reason it is in your best interest to clearly articulate and demonstrate the reasons behind the price increase for your team.




	Help your people understand how they, their customers, and the company benefit.


	Show them the math for the economics and timelines for when future value will be delivered.


	Ensure that they have and can effectively leverage backup data and social proof documentation.





Then role-play the messaging and objection turnarounds until your people can deliver the message directly, clearly, and confidently without flinching.
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The Price Increase Because Statement






In a landmark study on human behavior, psychologist Ellen Langer and a team of researchers from Harvard demonstrated how using the word because compels people to comply with requests.1 During their research, Langer and her team attempted to cut in line in front of people waiting for access to photocopiers.


When the researcher:




	Politely asked to jump in front of the person waiting for the copier without giving a reason – “Excuse me, I have five pages. May I use the copier?” – the subject would say yes less than 60 percent of the time.


	Qualified the request with a valid reason – “because I'm in a hurry” – the subject said yes, on average, 94 percent of the time.


	Gave a nonsensical reason like, “Excuse me, I have five pages. May I use the copier? Because I have to make copies,” the subject still said yes 93 percent of the time.





In this curious finding, they discovered that it was the word because that prompted compliance by signaling that there was a reason to comply. When the word because preceded the reason, regardless of the validity of the reason, the probability that the person accepted and complied with the request rose significantly.






The Five-Step Price Increase Because Statement Framework


Robert Cialdini, author of Influence, writes that, “A well-known principle of human behavior says that when we ask someone to do us a favor, we will be more successful if we provide a reason. People simply like to have reasons for what they do.”


This is the basis of the Price Increase Because Statement. When you approach your customer with a price increase, they are more likely to accept it when you bridge to the reason with a because. This is why price increase because statements work like magic.


To be clear, though, I am not advising you to make up nonsense reasons for price increases. That would not make sense and would harm your credibility. What does make sense is crafting simple, straightforward, relevant because statements with valid reasons that compel customers to accept your price increases.


Mastering price increase because statements is a crucial skill because you'll use them with 95 percent or more of price increase initiatives. You'll find them most effective when presenting or defending price increases in low- to medium-risk situations.


Crafting effective price increase because statements is not complex. But, as with all sales messaging, intentional focus and effort is required to get it right. Most importantly, keep it simple. Be careful not to overengineer or overcomplicate because statements.


Price increase explanations that are complex or difficult to understand can cause customers to tune out, question your motives, become frustrated, or push back with objections. For this reason, with price increase because statements, less is better. Complexity is your enemy.


 [image: Schematic illustration of the Five-Step Price Increase Because Statement Framework]



Figure 20.1 The Five-Step Price Increase Because Statement Framework






Keep price increase because statements simple and clean. Quickly and concisely get to the point with a clear, direct, confident message.


The price increase because statement framework has five steps:




	Impact: The specific product, service, software, feature, or line item that is being impacted by the price increase.


	Amount: The amount of the price increase. This may be conveyed in currency or percentage. For best results, use the lowest unit amount possible, rather than an aggregate.


	Because: The reason you are increasing the price.


	WIIFM Answer: What's in it for your customer, how they benefit, or the value they derive (leverage the three drivers of acceptance).


	Timing: When the price increase takes effect. This is your assumptive close.











Personalized, One to One Because Statements


When your price increase is targeted to a single account or small group of accounts, you'll get the best results from crafting a personalized because statement for each individual customer. Though this can be time consuming, when the stakes are high, your one to one message will be more relevant and compelling.


Here is an example of a personalized one to one price increase because statement broken down by each step in the framework:




	Impact & Amount: Cindy, we are increasing the unit price on part CDX1260 by 7 percent …


	Because: … because it is the only way we can maintain the quality standards we live by and you expect. As you are aware, when this component fails after you've shipped the machine to your end customer, it causes an expensive chain reaction of headaches that negatively impact us all. Though we've only had a few failures to date, it is more than we are willing to live with. For this reason, we made the difficult decision to change manufacturers to improve quality outcomes, which has increased the price of the part.


	WIIFM Answer: I know that quality is your number one focus. The move to the new manufacturer will all but guarantee that the potential for failure is eliminated going forward.


	Timing: The new manufacturer will begin shipping parts at the new price in 60 days. In the meantime, we'll complete an inspection of your existing inventory to ensure the parts you currently have in stock meet our quality standard and will not fail.









One for Many Because Statements


When you need to communicate a broad-based price increase rapidly to a large number of accounts, you won't have time to stop and build a personalized because statement for every customer. To remain efficient, you need one-for-many price increase because statements that may be used with multiple accounts.


To craft one-for-many because statements, start by segmenting your accounts into large groups of similar customers (size, industry, etc.). Then consider the most common WIIFM questions from each segment and the price increase narrative that will carry the most weight. From there, develop because statements that will be relevant for the majority of the customers in each segment.


Here is an example of a broad-based one for many price increase because statement:




	Impact & Amount: Roger, we are increasing the per seat price of our platform from $9.00 to $11.00


	Because: … because we are adding additional layers of security and firewalls to protect your data. These new measures have increased our costs significantly.


	WIIFM Answer: I'm sure you've seen how cyberattacks are on the rise, and I want you to have the peace of mind that protecting your data and user information is our number one priority.


	Timing: Though the new firewalls are coming online this week, the price increase won't take effect until the beginning of next quarter to give you time to build this into your budget.









Crafting Because Statements


When crafting and honing price increase because statements, follow these steps:




	Step into your customer's shoes and consider the price increase narrative and WIIFM that will resonate most with them.


	Craft your because statement as a narrative that paints a vivid picture of why the price increase matters. Keep it short, clear, confident, and direct.


	A/B test your message with your manager, peers and a few low-risk customers to make sure it passes the “So what?” test.


	Practice and role-play until you can deliver it in your sleep.


	Iterate and refine your message as you encounter resistance, questions, and objections.





More price increase because statement examples:




Example 1


Keith, I'm letting you know that we are being forced to implement an 11 percent across-the-board price increase beginning next quarter because our energy costs have skyrocketed 33 percent over the last six months.


I'm sure you've been feeling the pain at the pump, too. I know that every time I fill up these days it hurts.


The new prices will kick in on next month's invoice. The good news is our leadership team made the decision not to pass on the entire amount to our top-tier customers like you. In fact this is our first price increase in over five years.


Example 2


Raj, we are raising prices 22 percent on all technical service contracts because in order to maintain the 97 percent uptime you expect, we have to bring on additional techs who are experts in the environmental technology that is required by the government to be installed on all of the new equipment.


This new technology is the weakest link in the chain, and if it isn't monitored and maintained properly, uptime erodes quickly. We are very sensitive to the costs you incur when the equipment is down and are absolutely committed to meeting your uptime expectations.


Our new specialists will begin monitoring your equipment at the beginning of next month and the new service contract rate will begin then.


Example 3


Frank, we need to increase the original price we quoted you by $15,000 per month for the remainder of the contract because we need to add two additional engineering resources to the project team. This is the only way we'll meet the new accelerated project completion timeline.


From our conversations, I'm aware that completing the project early is your number-one priority because failing to do so will hold up the next phase which will be severely disruptive.


The good news is, we've already assigned two of our brightest stars to your team and they will be starting on Monday. I was also able to convince my boss to cover the additional costs until the next billing cycle so you'll have them working on the project for the next 30 days at no cost to you.


Example 4


Judith, we are increasing the price of the monthly subscription by $200 because we are adding a new feature to our platform that automatically monitors and alerts you of compliance issues.


Most of our customers are stressed out over the fines that come with the new regs. This new feature takes away all of the manual sorting and guesswork.


In our beta tests, we identified thousands of dollars in potential fines that were avoided by proactively addressing compliance issues.


The new feature also alerts our team and we are adding new service personnel to act as your eyes and ears. This gives you the ultimate peace of mind that you won't get blindsided by a fine.


The price increase will go into effect at the beginning of next quarter when the new feature goes live.





Stop now, before moving to the next chapter, and practice crafting your own price increase because statements.












Exercise 20.1: Craft Price Increase Because Statements




Think of three past or upcoming price increase initiatives or situations. Develop a because statement for each:


[image: Schematic illustration of the Five-Step Price Increase Because Statement Framework]





Situation #1: 




	Impact & Amount

 


 


 



	Because

 


 


 



	WIIFM Answer

 


 


 



	Timing

 


 


 






Situation #2: 




	Impact & Amount

 


 


 



	Because

 


 


 



	WIIFM Answer

 


 


 



	Timing

 


 


 






Situation #3: 




	Impact & Amount

 


 


 



	Because

 


 


 



	WIIFM Answer

 


 


 



	Timing

 


 


 
























Note




	1.  E. J. Langer, A. Blank, and B. Chanowitz, “The Mindlessness of Ostensibly Thoughtful Action: The Role of “Placebic” Information in Interpersonal Interaction,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 36(6) (1978): 635–642.














21
The Formal Price Increase Business Case






Back in Chapter 14, we discussed how an account's risk profile should inform and shape your approach to price increase conversations. In low- to medium-risk situations, the most effective way to present the price increase is with a confident, succinct because statement.


Things get trickier, though, in higher-risk situations with large, strategic accounts because much more is at stake. Losing these important accounts and their orders could be devastating to your company, your income, and potentially your career.


 



Sutton's Law: Go Where the Money Is


On the surface, given the risk involved with approaching large accounts with price increases, you might conclude that the best strategy would be to just leave your biggest customers alone.




	Given the risk, why bother approaching your largest and most important accounts with price increases?


	Why give a large account any reason whatsoever to consider doing business with your competitor?


	Why risk losing a strategic account or millions of dollars in orders over a price increase?


	Why not live by the motto that a bird in hand is better than taking the risk of a price increase and losing that bird?





For the answer to these questions, we turn to Willie Sutton. Sutton was a famous and prolific bank robber back in the 1920s and 1930s. Once, when Sutton was asked by a reporter why he robbed banks he replied, “because that's where the money is.” His answer became known as Sutton's Law.


Sutton's Law dictates that when diagnosing a problem or considering an action, you should choose the most obvious answer or direction.


Let's say that we set a net revenue target of $1,000,000 for our price increase initiative. What would be the fastest path to reaching that target? The most obvious answer would be to increase the prices of our largest accounts.


Let's do the math. Consider two accounts. The first is a small account with annual billing of $25,000. The second is a large account that spends $2.5 million annually. If you implemented a 5 percent price increase on each account, the small account would yield $1,250 and the large account $125,000.


That's a big difference. But when we look at the bigger picture, the difference between a low-risk small account price increase strategy and a higher-risk large account strategy is stunning.


To achieve our target of $1,000,000 with small accounts, we would need to net a 5 percent increase from 800 different small customers. On the other hand, to achieve the same goal with large accounts you'd only need 8 of them to accept the price increase. This is exactly why it is worth the risk to target your largest accounts for price increases– because that's where the money is.






Derisking the Large Account Price Increase


The good news is that even though there is a great deal at stake when approaching large accounts with price increases, it is not a suicide mission because you always have an escape hatch. With very few exceptions, you will not be shoving it down your customers’ throats. You won't be telling them they have no choice or backing them into a corner.


Instead, you will be taking a collaborative approach and asking for permission to implement the fully negotiable price increase. Should your customer flat-out refuse to even entertain the price increase, you always have the option of backing down. This escape hatch effectively derisks the situation and virtually eliminates the possibility that you lose your customer just because you asked for a price increase.


Of course, asking with hat in hand also signals that you are in a weak position, which means that you are much more likely to be forced into a negotiated outcome. Getting some price increase, though, is far better than getting nothing because you were afraid to ask. The good news is, when you make a compelling business case, most large customers will accept some portion of your price increase.


 



Sutton's Corollary


Of course, the challenge with large accounts is that it is much more challenging to get them to accept price increases because they:




	Have alternatives to doing business with you.


	Are aware of their buying power and importance to your company.


	Know that you fear losing them to your competitor and use your fear as leverage to get you to back off on the price increase.


	Are armed with procurement departments and professional buyers whose mission it is to guard their organization from price increases.





This brings us to Sutton's Corollary. When Willie Sutton was asked why he used a machine gun for robbing banks he said, “You can't rob a bank on charm and personality.”


When the stakes are high, you need to be prepared to win. In price increase conversations with your largest accounts, you can’t go in with charm alone. In order to bend win probability in your favor, you must approach high-risk price increase conversations armed with a formal business case that makes an unassailable argument for why you need and deserve the price increase.


This chapter is not designed to teach you sales presentation skills. Instead, it focuses on approach, structure, and preparation for delivering a compelling price increase business case.






Approaching the Formal Business Case Presentation


The price increase business case should always be treated as a formal, professional sales presentation. You need to set an appointment and schedule time for the presentation. Here are the core objectives of your formal business case:




	Leverage past, present, and future value narratives to make the case for why the price increase has been earned and will deliver more ROI in the future.


	Illustrate how the price increase will allow your company to deploy more resources and generate a higher return on investment for your customer.


	Present the facts, data, economics, and math behind why you are asking for the price increase.


	Make an emotional appeal to your customer's sense of fairness and desire to keep your symbiotic business relationship healthy and strong.


	Demonstrate how your price increase will actually lower the total cost of ownership.


	Neutralize your customer's perceived alternatives to doing business with you.


	Heighten the status quo bias by provoking awareness of the cost, consequences, and risk of change.





Formal price increase business cases are never emailed. One more time for the folks in the back of the room who may not be tracking: You must never, ever, ever deliver your formal business case via email.


Why? Because it is very easy for your customer to say no via email. Worse, your business case may be misunderstood or interpreted the wrong way. If you are not there to gauge your customer's reaction and clarify any misunderstandings, that impression sticks. Further, when you email your business case in, it is likely to go into a memory hole where it is ignored, leaving you to chase your customer down with futile “just checking in” calls and emails.


This is exactly why your formal business case presentation should be delivered in real time to your customer. While you will most certainly present facts, you will also make an important emotional appeal. This is when the investments you've made building relationships, the goodwill you have earned, and the stories of the value you have delivered all come together.


With a high-stakes sales presentation you must leave nothing to chance. This means you need to:




	Get as many of the key stakeholders and decision makers in the room as possible (physical, virtual, or blended). This is especially true when your price increase is tied to a contract renewal or major account expansion proposal.


	Include key members of your team.


	Sweat the small stuff with presentation media and graphics.


	Tell value-based stories that make the case for past, present, and future value.


	Organize your data and be prepared to do the math.





Most importantly, you need to be prepared, practiced, and have all of your ducks in a row. You will be on stage with the fate of the price increase resting on the presentation you deliver.


Get way ahead of the curve. Set aside the time you need to build the presentation deck well in advance. Practice the presentation with your team. Poke holes in it with “So what?” tests. Treat it like you are preparing to participate in the Super Bowl, World Cup, World Series, or Olympics.






Price Increase Business Case Structure


My guess is that you or your company have branded templates for the sales presentations that you deliver in large account situations. It's also likely that if you are working with large accounts you've delivered your fair share of formal presentations.


I recommend using the templates and proven presentation formats that work for you in your industry while integrating the core structure of the price increase business case, which includes:




	Account review: Begin with an account review and collaborative conversation with your customer about recent accomplishments, future projects, problems, and challenges as a prelude to introducing the price increase and making your case.


	Price increase overview: Introduce the price increase including the proposed amount and line items, products, services, and features that will be impacted.


	Value and economic narratives: Make your case for the price increase by weaving together relevant narratives and value trades. When it makes sense, include backup data in the appendix of your presentation deck.


	Next steps and timing: Walk through the proposed implementation and timing of the price increase.


	Close: Confidently and assumptively ask for permission to implement the price increase.









Weaving the Narratives


In Chapters 18 and 19 we discussed the three drivers of customer acceptance and the eight price increase narratives.


Large, complex accounts rarely fit into a simple box, and you'll need to flex and shape your presentation to each unique account, stakeholder group, and situation. As you build your formal business case, it is likely that you will find yourself stitching and weaving multiple narratives together.


For example, while the most effective price increase narratives will be focused on value trades and the resulting ROI, there will be many situations in which you will need to weave in the case for economic fairness. As you explain how rising costs are negatively impacting your organization and appeal to your customer's sense of fairness, you'll need to clearly present data, math, and proof sources for credibility. Your case for fairness will carry more weight when it is encapsulated in a past value narrative in which you tell the story of what you have done for them lately and why you have earned the price increase.




Value Narratives


The most effective price increase narratives are value narratives. The value trade, what your customer is getting in return for the price increase, is much easier to sell than fairness. The most effective value narratives follow a three-step framework: Problem, Solution, Outcome.




	Problem: Remind your customer of a problem (challenge, need, pain, opportunity, aspiration) you have solved, are solving, or will solve in the future by telling their story back to them. This is most effective when using anecdotal stories and data to illustrate the depth of the problem.


	Solution: Articulate what you did to solve the problem, what you are doing to solve their problem, or your recommendation for solving their problem.


	Outcome: Bridge to measurable business outcomes and emotional outcomes. This is the value your customer received when you solved their problem or will receive when you solve their problem. Paint a vivid picture of how things have or will change. Help them visualize a better future state.







Value Narrative Example


The following example shows you how to use the problem-solution-outcome framework in a business case built on a value narrative.




	Problem: Julian, when we first met with your accounts payable team last year, they expressed frustration over the manual process required to sort and pay the invoices that are received each day from multiple vendors.


	Your controller, Ruben, said that it was taking up to 40 hours of labor each month just to keep it organized. Even with that, he said some invoices are still getting lost, which was requiring them to spend another 10 hours doing a monthly audit.


	When you and I reviewed the numbers together, your best estimate was that the manual processes were causing your team to leave at least $100,000 of early payment discounts on the table each year.


	But what was causing you the most stress were the unexpected surprises hitting departmental P&Ls. Your executives were not happy, and it was making your life miserable.


	Solution: To help solve these issues, we implemented our FiCloud payables platform. The goal was to stop the bleeding by automating most of your processes. We brought our implementation team on site and it took about 60 days of hard work from both of our teams to get things up and running.


	Outcome: A year later, I'm happy to say that your team loves FiCloud. During our last quarterly review, Rena, the payables manager, said it is the easiest and best software platform she has ever used.


	One of the biggest wins is the integrated mobile dashboard that gives you and all department heads visibility into the payables that are impacting their P&Ls, thus eliminating surprises and the conflict and stress that came with it.


	More importantly, automation has reduced overtime costs by $41,000 over the past year, and you've captured $123,000 in early payment discounts that you were not getting before, effectively turning payables into a profit center.


	Bridge to Price Increase: Based on what we were able to accomplish this past year with your team, we're positive that we can make your department even more efficient and find at least another $75,000 in cost savings. We also want to upgrade your dashboard and reports to improve the experience for your executives and give them even more visibility.


	This is the key reason we are asking for the price increase. It will allow us to add more resources from our team to focus exclusively on your account so that we can move faster on the initiatives.







 



Neutralize Alternatives


It is important to understand that the primary power large customers have over you is derived from perceived alternatives to doing business with you. Perceived means that they or you believe the alternative exists – whether or not it actually does.


There are alternatives to doing business with you:




	Buying from your competitor.


	Reducing order amounts.


	Moving to alternate processes, components, or materials.


	Doing it in house.


	Discontinuing the service or software all together.





The more alternatives your customer can convince you they have, the stronger their position, and the more likely you are to reduce the amount of the price increase or abandon it altogether.


It is in your customer's best interest to have as many alternatives as possible. This is why one of the most important objectives of your business case is to neutralize or eliminate perceived alternatives to doing business with you using these approaches:




	Leverage advocates and coaches to vouch for the value you are delivering, accentuate the status quo, and argue against the alternatives to doing business with you. Particularly when these players have had bad past experiences with your competitors, you'll want to bring their stories to the surface.


	Know the numbers. Be ready and able to use a calculator to demonstrate how much value you are delivering and what it would be like for your customer if you were not there.


	Know your customer. Stakeholders might believe, for instance, that they can build and maintain their own software program effectively. For this reason, you need to know your customer's internal capabilities and articulate what it would take for them to undertake such a feat, the unintended consequences, and the potential strain on their resources.


	Make a compelling business case that demonstrates how your solutions are helping them achieve their desired business outcomes and a high return on investment.


	Know your competitors. It's easier to neutralize or eliminate a competitor as an alternative if you have the facts about their real capabilities and false promises.









Know Your Competitors


The sales reps in my training room were emphatic that their competitors all sold at a lower price than they did. This, they explained, was why they couldn't ask for price increases. Otherwise, they would lose their customers. It's an argument I've heard from salespeople hundreds of times.


“OK,” I said. “I get that. I'm just curious, though. How do you know that your prices are higher than your competitors?” I waited for the real answer to come to the surface.


Finally, a young man in the back row raised his hand and spoke the truth, “That's what my customers keep telling me.”


Salespeople are masters at imagining that their customers have more alternatives than they actually do. These false beliefs can be a result of fear and insecurity, your customer bluffing you, lack of knowledge about the marketplace, or a failure to understand your competitor's capabilities.


Savvy customers will use the threat of buying from your competitors to bludgeon you. They'll tell you that your competitors are offering them lower prices along with different, new, and better options. When you hear these things over and over again without checking the facts, it brainwashes you. Like the salespeople in my training room, you begin to believe the customer's self-serving “truth” as if it is reality.


This is a key reason that you need to be a student of your marketplace, industry, trends, and competitors. You need to know the playing field better than your customer.


 



Stoking the Status Quo Bias and the Fear of Change


Remember our conversation from Chapter 10 about the status quo bias? When it comes to perceived alternatives, it pays to understand customer psychology.


Humans live with an underlying fear that change will make things worse. We believe that sticking with the status quo is easier and less risky. This status quo bias gives you a distinct advantage as the incumbent vendor, and you must use it to your advantage by stoking your customer's fear of negative future consequences should they change.


Though your customer may believe they have alternatives to doing business with you, those alternatives come with a cost – often a high cost. Switching vendors is difficult, expensive, and risky. Your customer must expend time, resources, and energy to search for a new vendor and unwind their relationship with you.


Many things could go wrong. There is the risk that the change could potentially disrupt their business, there could be an interruption in service, or that your competitor won't come through or will fail to keep promises. There may also be penalties, fees, and other expenses they have to pay you.


A powerful but subtle way to trigger your customer's status quo bias is to tell the origin story of how they began working with your company in the first place. It goes something like this:




Once upon a time things were not well. Your customer had problems. They had searched and searched for a solution but none could be found.


Many vendors promised to fix the issue but all failed. Promises were broken. Your customer had become cynical. They were so desperate that they considered doing it in house but abandoned that idea because it was so expensive and not their core competency.


Then your company came along and everything changed. It wasn't easy at first. There were some mistakes and miscommunication. You had to get to know each other and calibrate. You both worked very hard and eventually everything clicked.


You eliminated surprises that were disrupting your customer's business. Along the way, and with each new initiative, your customer's quality improved, sales improved, and profits improved.


Today, things have never been better, and the future is bright. It's hard to imagine what things might be like without this partnership.





The status quo bias is the most powerful card you can play to neutralize the competitor alternative. Use it to magnify every flaw, every risk, and every concern to make your customer think twice about change. The less your customer views switching to your competitor as a viable alternative, the more likely they are to accept your price increase.










Exercise 21.1 Develop a Value Narrative




Choose an account you are targeting for a price increase. Develop a past, present, or future value narrative for your business case using the problem-solution-outcome framework.


Account: 




	Problem:

 


 


 


 



	Solution:

 


 


 


 





	Outcome:

 


 


 


 






























Exercise 21.2 Alternatives




Choose an account you are targeting for a price increase. Make a list of what you and they perceive as alternatives to doing business with you. As you build the list, consider if the alternative is real or perceived and how you might neutralize the alternative in your business case.


Account: 


Alternatives to doing business with you:


 


 


 


 


How will you neutralize or eliminate perceived alternatives?


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 














 



Part Four Wrap-Up: Reflections


Before moving on, take a moment to reflect on what you have learned and answer these questions:




	Think about someone who inspires confidence in you. Which of their behaviors lead to positive emotional contagion? How can you deploy similar behaviors?

 


 


 


 


 





	What are some of the words or phrases that you tend to use that might cause you to seem less confident? What words or phrases might you use instead? 


 


 


 


 





	Consider the eight price increase narratives in Chapter 19. Which ones do you feel most and least confident about? How can you get more comfortable with the narratives you struggle with? 


 


 


 


 





	Consider how you will deploy both price increase because statements and business cases to feel more confident when approaching customers with price increases. 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

















PART V
Closing, Handling Objections, and Negotiating
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Closing






This might come as a blinding flash of the obvious but your customer is not going to close the price increase for you. They are not going to call you to say, “You know, I've been thinking that we're about due for a price increase. You've been delivering great value to my organization and you deserve to be paid more for your services.”


Therefore, it is on you to face your fear of rejection, approach your customer, and close the price increase sale.


Closing is about compelling your customer to accept or accede to the price increase without resistance or resentment. If there is a magic wand that makes this happen, it is the assumptive close.


The assumptive close is, hands down, the most effective way to close the price increase. There is nothing complicated about the assumptive close. No tricks or smoke and mirrors. It's just confidently expecting (through verbal and nonverbal communication) that your customer will accept the increase.


In Chapter 17 you learned about emotional contagion and how people tend to respond in kind. This is exactly why the assumptive close works so well. When you confidently expect your customer to accept the price increase, you transfer that emotion to them and they typically do. It's such a powerful yet simple technique that sometimes it feels like a Jedi mind trick.


The secret to making the assumptive close work is projecting absolute confidence. No hesitation, no equivocation, no insecurity. Just assume that your customer will accept the price increase.


This is where verbal and nonverbal communication come together to project relaxed, assertive confidence. Should you show even a smidgen of insecurity, your customer will take that as a sign that you lack conviction and pound you with objections. Here are a couple of examples of the assumptive close in action.






The Assumptive Close Framework for Price Increases


There are three steps to closing the price increase sale with an assumptive close.




	Because statement


	Price increase effective date


	Shut up





Let's look at how this comes together.




Tony, we're going to be increasing our prices by $3.00 per seat per month during the next contract term because we're opening up unlimited access to the business lead database for all of our customers. This will give your salespeople the ability to search more than one million records to get the phone numbers and email addresses of the prospects they call on. Database access opens up next Monday and the price increase will take effect on next month's billing cycle. [shut-up]





The assumptive close framework changes a little when asking for the price increase following a formal business case:




	Formal business case


	Price increase effective date


	Ask for permission to implement


	Shut up





Here's an example (following the business case presentation):




With your permission we'd like to implement this increase starting with the new contract term. [shut-up]









Shut Up


After you present the implementation date or ask for permission to implement, you must stop talking and leave your customer room to respond.


Executed well, the assumptive close significantly reduces the probability that you will get resistance and objections. Still, because you are dealing with price increases, there is absolute certainty that you will get questions, objections, and attempts to negotiate.


Your brain knows this, which is why you anticipate and brace for rejection. It's why the mere seconds of silence between assuming and your customer's response seem interminable.


For this reason, shutting up is the most challenging part of the assumptive close. In this crucial moment of silence, after you've put it all out there, you feel the most vulnerable to being rejected. The problem is when you feel vulnerable, you attempt to protect yourself.


In the awkward silence after you have confidently put the price increase on the table, it's easy to feel insecure, flinch, and talk past the close. You begin:




	Answering unasked questions


	Putting objections in your customer's mouth


	Bringing up other customers’ objections


	Projecting your misgivings about the price increase onto your customer


	Apologizing


	Insinuating that the price increase is negotiable or you can make exceptions





You come off as unsure of yourself and untrustworthy. You blab on and on until you talk the customer, who was on the brink of agreeing to accept the price increase, into pushing back, asking for concessions, or taking a look at your competitor.


After you put the price increase on the table, be silent. Despite the alarm bells going off in your adrenaline-soaked mind, despite your pounding heart, sweaty palms, and fear, bite your tongue and give your customer space to respond. You will be surprised at how often customers accept the price increase without resistance when you allow confident silence to do the work.










Exercise 22.1 Practice Until Perfect




Choose three customers that are scheduled for price increase conversations. Find someone who can help you role-play the conversations. Practice until you can deliver your message and the assumptive close without flinching or demonstrating any insecurity.


Customer #1: 


Customer #2: 


Customer #3: 
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The Ledge Technique






Everything you have learned up to this point is designed to help you approach price increase conversations with relaxed, assertive confidence, reduce customer resistance, and gain acceptance without losing your customer.


The good news is, the system works. When you follow the processes, frameworks, and methodologies you learned in the previous chapters, most customers will accept price increases and you'll get responses similar to these:




	“Thank you for letting me know. You guys do a great job for us.”


	“OK, I get it. I'm not happy about it, but I understand.”


	“We're being forced to do the same thing to our customers.”


	“Thanks for letting us know about this early so we have time to plan for it.”


	“This stinks, but I guess we don't have another choice.”





The bad news is that some customers are going to push back. Others will say anything to get you to back off the price increase. At times, their price increase objections may be harsh.




	“There's no way we are paying that much.”


	“Your service sucks and now you want us to pay more? You are out of your mind.”


	“It's just like a big company to pick on little guys like us when you know we have nowhere else to go.”


	“How can you possibly justify this?”


	“Your competitors aren't raising their prices.”


	“Please don't do this, we can't afford to pay more. You'll put us out of business.”


	“No problem, I'll just start buying from your competitors.”


	“We have a contract; you can't do this.”


	“Your competitor is here every day trying to get my business. Now I have a reason to give it to them.”


	“You are just the same as your competitors and they are way cheaper than you.”


	“How can you do this to us? We've been loyal for years. This isn't fair.”


	“If you do this, we'll just quit using your (product, software, service). We don't need it anyway!”


	“Hell will freeze over before I pay you any more.”





If we're honest, it's not the actual price increase conversation that strikes fear in the hearts of salespeople. That part is easy. What causes worry, trepidation, insecurity, and hesitation is the potential for these types of objections. In the back of your mind, you are always bracing for them.


This, of course, is what makes pulling off the assumptive close so challenging. You have to put it all out there with no guard rails knowing that objections and conflict lurk just around the corner.


Never mind that most customers will accept price increases. Never mind that only a few will really push back. When you put yourself in a vulnerable position with an assumptive close, fear ignores probability and focuses all of your energy and emotions on the mere risk of objections.


That's why even though you now have a complete system for approaching price increase conversations confidently, when you get nailed with objections like these, all bets are off.


Price increase objections can trigger disruptive emotions that hit you like a ton of bricks. You feel like you've been punched in the gut. Your brain turns off as you struggle to find the right words to say. Sometimes you freeze like a deer in the headlights, paralyzed, unable to formulate any move at all. This can leave you feeling embarrassed and out of control.


When dealing with price increase objections, unchecked emotions become your most formidable enemy. Therefore you need techniques and frameworks for rising above these disruptive emotions and confidently handling these objections. That's what you are going to learn next.






Look Out! Here Comes Fight or Flight


Remember what you learned back in Chapter 3 about the fear of rejection and how it can trigger the fight-or-flight response? Well, nowhere is this more acute than at the moment you get nailed with a price increase objection.


Fight or flight is an involuntary emotional and neurochemical response to threats – physical and social. In this state, your heart rate accelerates, skin flushes, stomach tightens, and palms sweat. To prepare your body to defend itself, oxygen and glucose-rich blood floods into your muscles.


The problem is, there is not enough blood in your body to go around, so blood must be taken from nonessential organs and moved to your muscles. One of those “nonessential” organs is your neocortex – the rational, thinking part of your brain – the place where all of your smarts are stored.


When you are being chased down by a bear, for example, you need to move quickly and get to safety. Stopping to think through all of your options is how you get taken out of the gene pool.


Not so much with price increase objections. Here, you need to think and use your smarts. But when you are consumed by fight or flight, you can't. The reason is a weird little quirk of human evolution. Your body responds exactly the same way when faced with social threats (objections) as it does with physical threats (bears).


This is what makes responding to objections so challenging. As blood drains from your neocortex into your muscles, your cognitive capacity for critical thinking deteriorates rapidly. You feel completely out of control. You can't summon your thoughts and you struggle for words. The evolutionary forces that save your life in one circumstance cripple you in another.






Use the Ledge


The challenge you and every human on Earth must contend with is that fight or flight happens without your consent. You get an objection and then just like that – boom – you are engulfed in a sea of disruptive emotions.


Though you can't stop it, you can rise above it to regain your composure and choose your response. The secret? Interrupting the fight-or-flight pattern long enough to give your rational brain a chance to catch up and take control. You do this with a technique called a ledge.


A ledge is simply a statement, acknowledgment, agreement, or question that you say or ask when you get a hard objection. What makes the ledge work is that it's a memorized, automatic response that does not require you to think. That way, you always know exactly what to say.


Instead of stumbling through a nonsensical answer, coming off as defensive, insecure, or damaging the relationship with an argument, you simply use the ledge technique to slow things down and give yourself the split second that you need to think and gather up your composure.


Example of ledges:




	“How so?”


	“How do you mean?”


	“Would you help me understand what you mean?


	“It sounds like this really touched a nerve. Can you help me understand what's going on?”


	“Interesting – could you walk me through your concern?”


	“Just to be sure I understand, could you elaborate a little more?”


	“That's exactly what many of my other customers said before …”


	“I figured you might say that.”


	“I get it. A lot of people feel the same way.”


	“I get why you might feel that way.”


	“That makes sense.”


	“If I were in your shoes, I'd probably feel the same way.”


	“I totally get it.”





In fast-moving conflict-rich situations, you need only a millisecond for your logical brain to wake up and take control. Whenever you get hit with a difficult question, objection, direct challenge, or an attempt to negotiate, a ledge will instantly put you in control of your words and emotions.


In her book Emotional Alchemy, Tara Bennett-Goleman calls this effect the “magic quarter second”1 that allows you to keep the disruptive emotions you feel from becoming emotional reactions you express. The ledge is so powerful that it can certainly feel like magic.












Exercise 23.1 Get Your Ledge On




Find someone who can help you role-play a few heated price increase conversations. Ask them to play the part of an angry or desperate customer who isn't willing to accept the price increase. Practice using the ledge technique to help you rise above your emotions.


Develop five ledge responses for the most common objections and pushback you get from customers when presenting and defending price increases.


 


 


 


 


 
















Note




	1.  Tara Bennet-Goleman, Emotional Alchemy (New York: Harmony Books, 2002).
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Four Techniques for Handling Price Increase Objections






The most important thing to remember is that when dealing with price increase questions, objections, or attempts to negotiate, the person who exerts the greatest emotional control always has the highest probability of achieving their desired outcome. Therefore, to be successful in getting past price increase objections, you'll need to approach them with poise and confidence.


The good news is, once you have emotional control down, price increase objections, though still uncomfortable, are relatively easy to handle. There are four situational frameworks for responding to price increase objections.


 



Just Let Them Vent


If someone walked up to you on the street and slapped you in the face, there's a good chance you'd strike back (that's why it's called FIGHT or flight). Likewise, when customers use harsh words or a sharp tone when pushing back on your price increase, it's natural to want to fight back and defend yourself.


But choosing to get into a fight with your customer is not a smart move. It is rare that anything good comes from it. It's easy to damage your long-term relationship, and you risk losing your customer and their orders.


Think about it – when someone tells you that you're wrong, do you roll over and agree or do you fight back? There is a good probability that your response is a quick and emotional, “Oh yeah? I'll show you!” This tendency to unleash your inner brat, dig in, and argue back no matter the logic of the argument, data, or supporting facts is called psychological reactance.


This is why you cannot argue your customer into believing they are wrong. They push, and then you push. Neither of you get anywhere. Your customer becomes an adversary, and collaboration dies a quick death. It's like arguing with a wall. You expend a ton of energy, but the wall will not move.


Therefore, in tense situations in which your customer becomes angry, harsh, or emotional with their price increase objection, your best move is to just let them vent. It's OK to use a ledge to relate to them: “If I were in your shoes, I'd feel the same way.” But, beyond that, just let them talk it out.


I'm not saying it is easy to bite your tongue and sit on your hands when someone is attacking you, because it isn't. However, sometimes the very best way to handle an objection like this is to just let them vent.


In many cases, especially when you are defending a price increase, your customer just needs to get their frustration off of their chest. Once they do, they'll accept the price increase – often talking themselves into it. At a minimum, they'll calm down enough to have a rational conversation about the price increase and hear your case for why it is necessary.






Enroll Them


Perhaps your price increase is being driven by broad economic trends and market forces and you get price increase objections like:




	“I don't see how you can justify this increase.”


	“This isn't fair.”


	“We're loyal customers, we shouldn't have to pay more.”


	“Why are you doing this now.”


	“We paid you a lot less than this on our orders last year.”





In this case, sometimes the best strategy is to evoke economic awareness. Even though your customer may be raising prices on their customers or experiencing price increases from other vendors, these types of objections signal that they have become myopic and are not seeing or acknowledging what's happening in the marketplace.


A method that works like a charm in this situation is to get them to step into the price increase by enrolling them. You enroll customers in the price increase with a simple open-ended question that brings awareness to the surface:


“What do you know about what is happening in the (fill in the blank with your industry or specific product) marketplace right now?”


You'll get one of two answers:




	They'll say they don't know: This opens the door for you to educate them on what is driving the price increase. Once you do, most customers will accept it.


	They'll tell you what they know: Once they acknowledge the truth about economic forces, they will almost always accept the price increase without you having to lift another finger.





Here's an example:




	Customer: “I don't want to pay that much! I bought the same thing last year and it was half what you are charging now. Look up my account, you'll see! I'm a loyal customer and I deserve a break.”


	Sales Rep: “Jack, are you aware of what's happening in the X-Widget market right now?”


	Customer: “Yea, a little. I know it's really tough out there. I heard most of you guys are having supply chain issues.”


	Sales Rep: “You are right about that. It is very hard to get any product. Right now we have far more demand than supply. That's why prices have gone up. But we are reserving our limited inventory to take care of our loyal customers like you. How much do you want to order?”


	Customer: “I get it. It's the same everywhere. Do you have 1,000 units available in stock?”









Space and Time


When Rachel approached one of her smaller customers with a price increase, the customer pushed back hard, “There's no way I'm paying that price increase! I'll go to your competitors first.”


Rachel knew that because this customer had sketchy credit he would have to pay a large upfront security deposit to move to her competitor. But rather than engaging in an emotional debate about it, or throwing his bad credit in his face, she responded, “I tell you what, why don't I give you a few weeks to take a look at your other options, and think it over.”


This immediately de-escalated the situation. Rachel's relaxed, assertive confidence came off as professional and caring. It also allowed her customer to save face. And, because she wasn't too eager and was willing to give her customer “time to think,” she neutralized his leverage of doing business with her competitor. Three weeks later, after considering his options, her customer accepted the price increase and purchased more.


When your customer digs in and threatens to go to your competitor or quit using your product, service, or software altogether, sometimes it is a good idea to just give them some space and time to consider their options. This tactic works especially well when you know that they have few viable options or that the cost of defecting to your competitor is very high.


Giving them time and space allows you to let emotions cool down without making any concessions. When you come back to the conversation later, their response is usually much different.


This objection turnaround tactic is one of the reasons why you want to approach customers with price increases as soon as possible. The more time you have, the more options you have for de-escalating conflict.






Relate, Explain, Confirm


A more traditional response to price increase objections is to step into your customer's shoes and relate to them (ledge). Then calmly walk them back through your case for the price increase to gain acceptance. You'll leverage a three-step framework:




	Relate (ledge).


	Explain value.


	Confirm understanding and acceptance.







Relate


The first step in this objection turnaround framework is stepping into your customer's shoes and simply relating to them and their point of view, human to human.


Here are some examples:




	Buyer: “I don't want to pay that much.”


	You: “I get how you feel. No one wants to pay more than they should.”


	Buyer: “I don't understand why you are suddenly raising your prices now.”


	You: “If I were in your shoes, I'd be asking the same question.”


	Buyer: “You're just doing this to us because we're a small company and we don't matter that much to you.”


	You: “You should never have to feel like your business isn't important to us.”


	Buyer: “I don't know how we are ever going to be able to absorb this price increase.”


	You: “I get how this can feel overwhelming at the moment. You've got a lot of things coming at you right now.”





Notice that in each example we are simply relating to our customer as a person. We are not treating them like a number, discounting their concern, challenging their point of view, judging them, or starting an argument. We are simply relating, “I get you, and it's OK to feel this way.”


Just like you, when customers object, they are bracing for conflict too. Their expectation is that you will argue or use a strong-arm tactic to get them to comply with the price increase. Relating instantly disrupts their expectations for how you will respond, disarms them, reduces tension, and pulls them toward you.


Nonjudgmental agreement causes your stakeholders to feel that you get them – a powerful human emotion. It puts you on their side and helps shift the conversation from adversarial to collaborative. It disarms them.


The relate step is also your ledge, giving your rational brain time to catch up and gain control of the disruptive emotions generated by the perceived rejection – the magical quarter second. It slows things down, gives you time to think, and gets you in control of your emotions and the conversation.






Explain Value


Since the majority of price increase objections are emotional reflex responses rather than well-thought-through arguments, the best way to handle them is to de-escalate emotions so that you can walk your customer back through the logical rationalization behind the increase and explain the value they are receiving.


Just answer your customer's “So what?” and “What's in it for me?” (WIIFM) questions. Once you explain the reason for the price increase and the value they receive in return again, in a way that they understand, they'll accept the price increase. It really is that simple.






Confirm Agreement and Acceptance


Once you've explained the reason behind the price increase and the value your customer will receive (WIIFM), all you need to do is to confirm their agreement and acceptance.


The easiest way to do this is with a simple question: “Does this make sense?” For example:




“Jack, I totally get where you are coming from. Nobody wants to pay more for the same thing. This is the reason we are giving you access to all of the new features on our platform that were previous a la carte extras. These extra features more than offset the price increase and will make life much easier for you and your team. Does this make sense?”





This low-key objection turnaround technique works best when your customer is receiving additional value for the price increase. Remember, it's all about the delivery. Relaxed, assertive confidence is the name of the game.










Exercise 24.1 What's in It for Me?




You've practiced your ledge, so now you're ready to work on explaining the value your customer gets from the price increase. Start from the perspective of your organization. Why do you need to increase prices?


 


 


 


 


 


Now, take the perspective of your customer. What will they get in return for this price increase? Are there additional features or improved access to customer service? Or will they get the simple reassurance that the level of service and quality they've been getting will continue – even if times are uncertain or if the industry is facing challenges?


 


 


 


 


 


Do these explanations make sense together? Do they help both you and your customer get what you need? If not, revisit these questions until you understand what’s in it for you and your customer.
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Negotiating the Price Increase: D.E.A.L. Framework






In most situations, price increase negotiation is straightforward, simple and fast. However, it is important to understand the difference between questions, objections, and negotiation before you negotiate:




	Questions are simply the pursuit of clarification, understanding, and certainty and are a natural path to acceptance.


	Objections are disagreements and nonacceptance. They are roadblocks to price increase acceptance.


	Negotiation begins when your customer accepts the inevitability of the price increase but not your terms and conditions.





The biggest mistake sellers make when negotiating price increases is negotiating before they have acceptance. When you negotiate prematurely, before your customer accepts the price increase, you'll give away your price increase percentage points when you don't need to do so. For example:




	Customer objects: “I don't think this is fair. If you do this I'm going to start buying from your competitor.”


	Seller negotiates prematurely: “Well, I can lower the increase from 10 percent to 3 percent; how about that?”





In this scenario, the seller negotiated before any attempt to clarify and handle the customer's objection. This is why it is essential to answer questions and handle objections BEFORE you begin negotiating.


Should your customer respond with, “You are out of your mind, I'm not paying that!” you are dealing with an objection and you should not begin offering concessions. Instead, use one of the four price increase objection handling frameworks to get past the objection and gain acceptance.


On the other hand, should your customer respond with: “I think you've made a good case, but we're going to need you to help us out on the size of this price increase because it is not something we planned for. What can we do?” you have acceptance. Now it's time to negotiate and align on an agreement with your customer.






D.E.A.L. Negotiation Framework


Once your customer has accepted the inevitability of the price increase, working out a mutually agreed upon outcome is relatively straightforward. However, because price increase negotiations tend to move rapidly, it pays to have a tactical framework to slow things down, guide the negotiation conversation, and keep you in control.


 [image: An illustration shows D.E.A.L. Negotiation Framework]



Figure 25.1 D.E.A.L. Negotiation Framework






This is accomplished with a four-part negotiation conversation framework called D.E.A.L. (Figure 25.1):




	Discover. Clarify and gain understanding of your customer's position before you negotiate.


	Explain. Defend your position by walking your customer back through the reasoning behind the price increase and the value they are receiving. Be prepared to use additional narratives, provide more examples of the value you are delivering, and go deeper into the math.


	Align. Alignment is the traditional give and take of negotiation. Your primary focus will be to protect your price increase points while allowing your customer to save face and feel that they have received value in return.


	Lock. In this final step you lock the agreed-upon price increase down with tangible confirmation that you and your customer have an agreement.















Exercise 25.1 Let's Make a D.E.A.L.




Consider a likely or upcoming price increase. Think about the reason for it and anticipate any pushback you'll get from customers. With that in mind, apply the D.E.A.L. negotiation framework.


Discover: Take your customer's point of view. Describe their position, including any objections and the impact of the price increase on their business. What do you think the customer is thinking? How will they react?


 


 


 


 


 




Explain: Defend your position by addressing each of your customer's concerns. What is the reason behind the price increase, the benefit to the customer, and the narrative that best explains the situation?


 


 


 


 


 




Align: Consider how you will negotiate with give and take. How can you protect your price increase and also allow your customer to save face? What is the best way for both of you to get what you need when facing this price increase?


 


 


 


 


 




Lock: This should be the easy part. What will it sound like when you've locked in the price increase and gotten your client's confirmation?
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Explain






Once you get your customer's position on the table, the next step is to minimize their concerns by explaining your position.


At this point, they have accepted the inevitability of the price increase but not the terms. Therefore, your primary objective when explaining your position is to convince them that your terms are reasonable, without making any concessions.


Explaining your position may seem repetitive since, by this point in the conversation, you've already made your case. But it is natural for amnesia to kick in once the negotiation begins. It is also normal to use a less is better approach with succinct because statements and not go into extensive detail with your justification.


So, when explaining your position in a price increase negotiation, you'll need to go deeper into your business case and introduce more anecdotes and narratives to support your position. This is when proof sources, business cases, and bringing in internal advocates can help you hold your price increase points without giving away concessions.


Most importantly, you must know your numbers and be able to demonstrate the math.






Do the Math


When Sheila approached her customer about a price increase, she knew it would be a tough sell. Sheila runs a staffing company that provides temporary workers to the staffing industry. Her customers are often myopically focused on the hourly rate they pay rather than the outcomes.


In this case, her customer, Ravie, had been complaining loudly that Sheila's firm wasn't sending him enough temps. So Sheila met with Ravie, the plant manager, to discuss a price increase she needed in order to supply the people that he was requesting.


When Sheila presented her plan to Ravie, she immediately hit a wall. “There's no way I'm paying that much per hour. It's ridiculous!” he responded.


So Sheila showed him the data on what other manufacturers in the immediate area were paying. She did the math to demonstrate that he was paying much less than the going rate. But he still wasn't convinced.


“Paying $3.00 more per hour will break us!” Ravie shook his head. “There has to be another way.”


Sheila didn't respond to his histrionics. Instead, she methodically made her case. “Ravie, you have been complaining that you cannot get enough people. At our last quarterly review you said that because you don't have enough people, you are shutting down three lines on most shifts.”


He nodded his head and said, “That's why I need these people.”


“As I understand your numbers, when a line is down, it costs your company almost $900 per hour in profits. Three lines, four shifts, at eight hours per shift comes to $28,800 per day and $201,600 per week.


“You say that you cannot afford to pay the market rate for the line operators that you need. But I don't see how you can afford not to. Let's look at the numbers.


“You need 20 operators per line – that's 60 people to run your lines. We can easily get those people if we move your pay rate to just above the market. That will add an additional $3.25 an hour to what you are paying now. This will increase your costs by only $65 per hour per shift. Meaning that instead of losing $900 per hour, you are making $835. Make sense?”


Ravie thought for a moment, going over the math again in his head and said, “That makes sense; I hadn't really thought about it that way before.”






The Value Equation


Protecting your price increase points in a negotiation begins and ends with the value trade. But, as this story illustrates, customers have a tendency to focus on price rather than value and outcomes.


This is why, as you explain your position, you must make a compelling case that the value you deliver for your customer is demonstrably more than the price they pay. You must disrupt the myopic focus on price and help your customer see the bigger picture.


Value is a simple equation: Measurable business outcomes (MBOs) + emotional outcomes (EOs) – Price = Value or your customer's return on investment (ROI).


[image: upper V a l u e equals left-parenthesis upper M upper B upper O s plus upper E upper O s right-parenthesis minus upper P r i c e]







	MBOs may be explained with math. These are measurable outcomes, from the past or projected in the future.


	EOs are intangibles like peace of mind, certainty, security, ease of use, looking good in front of the boss, enjoying work, avoiding risk, and saving face.





The value trade is the price your customer must pay to realize both the MBOs and EOs. This is what you must articulate when explaining your position – connecting the math with emotions.


The most effective way to bridge from price to the value of MBOs is to use the metrics that matter (MTMs) to your customer. When they challenge the price increase you have proposed, you must be prepared to open your calculator and show them how the numbers work in black and white. This includes demonstrating how your costs have increased and are negatively impacting your ability to serve them effectively and to their expected standards.


The most convincing way to bridge from price to the value of EOs is to remind your customer of their emotional hot buttons. Use words and phrases that activate their negative emotions like pain, stress, worry, insecurity, distrust, anxiety, fear, frustration, or anger. Then bridge to positive emotions like peace of mind, security, success, hope, a vision for a better future, lower stress, and less worry. Be prepared to tell the stories of how you have made their life easier, reduced stress, delivered peace of mind.


Your overriding objective, while explaining your position, is to disrupt your customer's attempt to negotiate and compel them to accept the price increase based on the merits of your case. When you achieve this objective, it is a beautiful thing. Still, you need to be prepared to negotiate the price increase outcome with customers who are still unwilling to accept your proposed price increase terms.












Exercise 27.1 Build Your Value Equation




Doing the math allows you to set emotion aside and focus on the concrete facts. This can put you and your customer on a level playing ground because you'll both be looking at the same data. Prepare yourself to lead this conversation by building a value equation for you and your customers.


MBOs: What are the measurable business outcomes you can highlight to help your customer understand the value-trade? What are the metrics that matter?


 


 


 


 


 


EOs: What emotional outcomes does your customer derive from their relationship with you and your company? What are the intangible effects and benefits of the service you're offering? This can be hard to quantify, so it's fine to just present this as a net benefit and see if your customer agrees.


 


 


 


 


 


Price: What are the real price and costs of the price increase to your customer?


 


Value: Use the value equation to explore the real impact of the price increase, as tied to concrete and specific business outcomes. What is the value?
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Protect the Points






In a price increase negotiation, your customer's intent will be to reduce the size of the price increase. On the other side of the table, your imperative is to protect your price increase percentage points.


You learned at the beginning of this book that a 1 percent increase in price, when sales volume remains stable, delivers an 11.1 percent increase in operating profit.1 Giving away even a single percentage point can have a massive negative impact on profits.


As an example, giving up one point of a price increase on $100,000 costs you $60,000 in profits over five years. Multiply that over many reps and customers and all those points that are given away add up and become a significant, negative hit to the health of your organization, and potentially your paycheck.


Yet, when negotiating a price increase, it is super easy to give away percentage points. When you are asking for a 10 percent increase, it doesn't seem like that big of a deal to reduce it to 5 percent just to make your customer happy and avoid any further conflict. You think, “I still got the price increase, and 5 percent is better than nothing.”


The problem is, you reduced the impact of the price increase by a whopping 50 percent. To put this in context, consider the implications to you and your family if your paycheck was suddenly cut in half. When you cave early and take the path of least resistance to an agreement, you are more likely to leave your price increase points and profits on the table.






What Your Customer Is Really Negotiating For


The good news is that when you have an established relationship, alignment conversations tend to be collaborative and transparent. When you've done a good job of explaining your position and making your case, concessions at this point are usually more about giving your customer something of value so that they can save face.


When you consider how a price increase feels to your customer, this makes sense. We've already established that, for customers, price increases can feel that they are losing value. It can also make them feel that they are losing control. This may evoke strong, negative emotions.


They'll of course threaten to start buying from your competitor. They'll tell you they have many alternatives. But deep inside, they know the truth. Change is risky, difficult, and time consuming. Switching to your competitor carries a high cost. The fact that they have few options may cause them to feel stuck or backed into a corner.


So, consider for a moment what they are really negotiating for. It's rarely about the money. Don't get me wrong, money matters, but it's just not as important to most customers as saving face, feeling in control, and protecting their ego.


Most customers just want to feel a modicum of control and save face. They want to feel that they didn't just roll over and get shafted. It's pure human nature.


This is not to say that when price increases are large and significant that customers are not worried about minimizing the financial hit. We'll discuss this in a moment. It's just that with most price increase negotiations, it's about getting something in return that allows them to save face and preserve their self-esteem.


This is very good news for you because when you give customers even minimal additional value in exchange for the price increase, it satisfies them and allows you to protect your points. The most effective way to do this is with funny money.






Leverage Funny Money to Protect Your Points


The game strategy in price increase negotiations is to give away things that are of low value to you but have high value to your customer in order to protect the price increase points. This is where funny money comes into play.


Funny money concessions have little to no cost to you but are valued by your customer. This might include:




	Free online training


	Unlocking access to additional features of your software


	Service and quality upgrades


	Free access to your after-hours service center


	Expedited delivery


	Enrollment in a preferred customer program


	Same-day shipping


	Exclusive access to future upgrades or new models


	Extended warranties


	Enrollment in an exclusive beta test or program


	Extra or special services


	Additional monitoring


	Access to your 24/7 service line


	Free access to your company's virtual user conference


	VIP upgrades to your company's physical user conference


	Volume-based discounts on other, more profitable products or services


	Inclusion on a voice of the customer panel


	Delaying the price increase implementation for a period of time





I'm just brainstorming here. I have no doubt that if you put your head to it, you'll identify plenty of funny money available to use in price increase negotiations. Funny money can even be features of your product, software, or service that might be included anyway. Essentially, it is anything that your customer will perceive as additional value that costs you little to give them.


What's important here is that you step into their shoes and look at your offering with fresh eyes. It's easy for you to miss or fail to see the funny money that is right in front of you because you don't see value in it. But it doesn't matter how small or insignificant the potential concession seems to you; everything has value to someone.


Begin by building a complete inventory of every potential funny money concession you have at your disposal. Brainstorm everything that you can use as leverage in the negotiation that will help you avoid giving away price increase points.


As you build your inventory, write down a value bridge for each item (Figure 28.1). The value bridge connects the dots between the funny money and the value that your customer will derive from it. It is how you present the funny money to your customer in a way that causes them to feel that the value trade is fair.




 [image: An illustration shows Funny Money Inventory and Value Bridges]



Figure 28.1 Funny Money Inventory and Value Bridges














Exercise 28.1 Build Funny Money Inventory




Take a moment to brainstorm and build an inventory of the funny money you have at your disposal in price increase negotiations.


Funny Money #1: 


Value Bridge:


 


 


 


 


 


Funny Money #2: 


Value Bridge:


 


 


 


 


 


Funny Money #3: 


Value Bridge:


 


 


 


 


 


Funny Money #4: 


Value Bridge:


 


 


 


 


 


Funny Money #5: 


Value Bridge:


 


 


 


 


 
















Note




	1.  Michael V. Marn and Robert L. Rosiello, “Managing Price, Gaining Profit,” Harvard Business Review, September–October 1992. https://hbr.org/1992/09/managing-price-gaining-profit.
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Align and Lock






Of course there are situations, especially when the price increase is large, when funny money won't do the trick and you'll need to negotiate the price increase points. In these cases, you will entertain offers and make counteroffers with the objective of negotiating an agreement with your customer in which you concede as few price increase points as possible.


Negotiation is about giving and taking. Successfully negotiated outcomes require both you and your customer to make concessions. But as the great Yogi Berra is famous for saying, “If you don't know where you are going, you might end up someplace else.” When you are negotiating with savvy customers, that someplace else is usually where you give away most of your points.


This is the key reason why you need to plan in advance of price increase negotiations. You need to know your negotiation authority, targets, and limits, and be prepared with a Give-Take Playlist.


 



Negotiation Map


The sales negotiation map (Figure 29.1) defines your negotiation authority, targets, and limits. The map brackets the entire negotiation and serves to keep you on track so that you achieve your objectives.




Proposal


The proposed price increase is the starting point, or anchor, in the price increase negotiation. This is what you closed for and your best-case outcome. When you believe that your customer will hold your feet to the fire and negotiate with intensity, it is wise to anchor your proposed price increase at a higher point in order to give yourself plenty of room to negotiate.






Target


The target zone is your fallback objective should your customer not accept your initial price increase proposal. You should be able to back up to the target zone and still achieve your desired outcome. This is the net price increase objective or target.






Limit


The limit zone is the bottom-end worst-case scenario. It is as far as you can go. If you have negotiated to this point, you will have given away most of your points. For example you may propose a 10 percent increase with a net target of 6 percent and a limit of 2 percent.


 [image: Schematic illustration of the Sales Negotiation Map]



Figure 29.1 The Sales Negotiation Map






The concession zones are where you give and take with your customer to protect your points. Effective negotiators know their authority and always have a plan before engaging in any price increase negotiation.








Deploying the Give-Take Playlist


There will be moments when it is easy to align on an agreement. Let's say that you have approached one of your largest customers with a proposed 10 percent price increase. You have a target of 6 percent and a limit of 2 percent. Your customer counters with 8 percent. In this case, you may flinch and pause for dramatic effect, but it is likely you'll just shake hands and lock it in because it makes sense for both parties.


But it is rarely this easy in high risk situations when large price increases are on the line. Here, negotiation will be more like a poker game – each party holding their cards close to the vest, attempting to extract concessions from one another.


Giving and taking is the art of negotiation. In tough, high-stakes negotiations, the cardinal rule is when you give, you take (Figure 29.2). For example:




If your proposed price increase is 10 percent but your customer says that she absolutely cannot live with more than a 4 percent increase, which is below your target, you might concede only if she agrees to go from net-90 payment terms to net-45 payment terms. Getting paid earlier will help offset the points you've given up.


Or you may agree to her terms if she agrees to extend your contract for another three years, or agrees to pay a 4 percent penalty on late payments, or agrees to give up a special contractual arrangement that has been putting a strain on your service organization.





 [image: Snapshot shows the Give–Take Playlist]



Figure 29.2 The Give-Take Playlist






Avoid giving unless you get something in return. When you concede points, you want to take back something that has equal or greater value. The key is making what you take so costly that your customer stops negotiating and aligns on an agreement.


The give-take plays and combinations of plays are innumerable. The best plays involve funny money because these concessions have low to no cost to you but a high value to the buyer. Because every situation is different and price increase negotiations can go in multiple directions, you need to be prepared for any scenario.


The Give-Take Playlist is your incremental fallback plan for negotiating from your original proposal to your target zone or, if required, your limit zone.


Set your plays up so that they act as roadblocks that slow down the process. When your customer asks for a concession, you will ask for something back. It's a simple value exchange. If you give points away, it should be paid for with something of equal or greater value.


Build your Give-Take Playlist so that it is congruent with your sales negotiation map by answering five questions:




	What do you want? (What is your desired outcome?)


	What is the best-case outcome and the worst acceptable outcome (your absolute bottom-line limit) for you and your team?


	What are you willing to give up, give away, or sacrifice to get the deal done?


	Where does your negotiation authority begin and end?


	What are the non-negotiables?







Disrupt Patterns with Irregular Increments


Too often, sellers fall into a predictable pattern of offering concessions in equal increments. For example, they'll reduce their price increase in 10 percent or 5 percent increments.


These patterns send a signal to the customer to keep asking for concessions. Once salespeople move into this pattern, it becomes a loop, and the most likely outcome is that they keep giving away points in large, equal chunks, until they hit their bottom limit.


A better way is to move in small, irregular increments. Small concessions increase the number of give-take plays you can make, slow things down, and help you protect your price increase points.


For instance, begin with a small counter. Suppose you've proposed a 10 percent price increase and the target zone is 6 percent. Your customer attempts to anchor you by saying she can only pay 4 percent.


Anchoring is a particularly insidious human influence technique. Dozens of studies have demonstrated just how utterly susceptible humans are to anchoring. For example, if your customer starts the negotiation at 4 percent, you will tend to start conceding from that starting point rather than your original 10 percent proposal.


Rather than taking their bait and getting anchored at 4 percent, flinch, pause, and counter with a small concession of two tenths of a point, which lowers your proposed price increase to a precise 9.8 percent.


One of the most common ways that master negotiators disrupt anchors and draw out more concessions without working any harder is the pained flinch and pause. When your customer asks you to make a deep concession or tries to anchor you to a very low number, sigh, make a surprised sound, or push air between your lips while shaking your head. Then leave a few seconds of silence. This may trigger them to keep talking and make a more reasonable offer.


Studies have demonstrated that when a negotiator makes concessions in round numbers, such as 1, 5, or 10, those concessions are less likely to lead to alignment than precise numbers. There are two reasons.


First is the brain's tendency to ignore patterns and pay attention to anomalies. Because most sales negotiators operate in round numbers, their pattern is easy to predict and thus fails to grab the customer's attention. Precise numbers, on the other hand, are unexpected, break the pattern, and therefore are considered more important and thus valuable – pulling the customer in and forcing them to engage and think.


The second reason is that precise numbers create the perception of confidence. It turns out that when you use a precise number, such as 9.8 percent versus a round number 9 percent, customers perceive that you are more confident and that the precise number is less negotiable. This makes it more likely that they will accept your counteroffer and you'll be able to align on a deal.


Back to your negotiation. When you disrupt your customer's anchor with a 9.8 percent counter, the customer is much more likely to make a shift back toward your proposed price increase of 10 percent and almost always in a round number, perhaps countering with 5 percent.


To reward her for the concession, you may offer a bigger concession – 9.25 percent. Typically, this will compel your customer to move toward you in another increment, likely between 6 and 8 percent. This will bring her closer to her top limit.


Let's say that she counters at 7 percent, which is above your target zone. Your next give-take play should be a combo. You say, “I can work with you at 7 percent, but to do this I'm going to need a three-year extension on our contract.”


With this, you've changed the shape of the game. There is a high probability that you'll stop negotiating points and begin negotiating the contract extension. By using irregular numbers, you diffused the anchor, broke the pattern, remained within your target zone, and will probably walk away with the security of a 12- to 24-month contract extension.




 



Lock It Down


One of the hardest parts of giving and taking is learning to shut up after you've made an offer or counteroffer. In that awkward moment, the silence can seem unbearable. It feels like an eternity. Because you don't know how your customer will respond, it causes you to feel vulnerable.


In this moment of weakness, you start talking, and talking, and talking. You overexplain yourself and offer more concessions. You come off as unsure of yourself and untrustworthy. You blab on and on until you talk your customer, who was ready to agree to your terms, into asking for even more concessions.


After you put your offer on the table, be silent. Don't allow fear to derail you. You will be surprised at how often your customer will align on an agreement if you just demonstrate a little patience.




Tangible Acceptance


Locking in an agreement should be a natural next step in the process. However, just because you are communicating with your customer doesn't mean you are agreeing. When you believe you and your customer are aligned on an agreement, ask immediately for an explicit agreement or permission to implement the price increase. Then lock it down with:




	Payment.


	Signed agreement.


	Purchase order.


	Symbol of agreement like a handshake or a clear, explicit verbal agreement to implement the price increase.


	Letter of understanding. This can be a simple email following your agreement detailing how much and when the price increase will be implemented.





General George Patton once said that you should “never pay for the same ground twice.” This is sound advice in war and negotiation. The last thing you want is to believe you have an agreement only to learn (once you've counted your chickens) that you don't.










Author's Note


If you are negotiating a price increase outcome with a high-stakes strategic account with a large amount of money on the line and complex terms and conditions, I highly recommend reading my sales-specific negotiation book Inked: The Ultimate Guide to Powerful Closing and Negotiation Tactics That Unlock YES and Seal the Deal. Inked is a comprehensive guide to negotiation that will help you win in these complex situations.
















Prepare to Win


The real key to negotiating effectively is preparing in advance. Preparing to negotiate is akin to visualizing a chess game in your head.




	Practice different scenarios.


	Walk through the moves that you anticipate your customer making.


	Consider your countermoves and the unintended consequences of each countermove.


	Plan for small, incremental moves rather than large concessions that deplete your negotiation leverage and leave you in a position of weakness.


	Think about how you will use monetary concessions either alone or in combination with funny money to create a path to alignment.





Most importantly, this process forces you to ready yourself mentally for the emotional rigors of the price increase negotiation so that you approach it with relaxed, assertive confidence and lock in an agreement that maximizes your price increase without losing your customer.


You may download my FREE Sales Negotiation Planner here: https://free.salesgravy.com/snp/.










Exercise 29.1 Build a Negotiation Map




Consider a large customer you have targeted for a significant price increase. Then develop a negotiation map that includes your proposed price increase, target zone, and limit zone. Be sure to clearly understand your negotiation authority and limits.


[image: Schematic illustration of the Sales Negotiation Map]



Account: 


Your Negotiation Authority:


 


 


Proposal: 


Target Zone: 


Limit Zone: 
























Exercise 29.2 Develop a Give-Take Playlist




Using the same large account from the last exercise, develop a Give-Take Playlist that is congruent with your negotiation map.


[image: Snapshot shows the Give–Take Playlist]











 





Part Five Wrap-Up: Reflections


Before moving on, take a moment to reflect on what you have learned and answer these questions:




	What are your biggest fears about using the assumptive close when selling price increases? How do you think you might use what you learned in this chapter to help you get past those fears?

 


 


 


 


 



	What price increase objection turnaround technique do you feel will work best for you, and why?

 


 


 


 


 



	What are some ways you might use the ledge technique in other sales situations to gain control of your emotions?

 


 


 


 


 



	 What do you feel holds you back the most from being a more effective negotiator? What lessons from this section do you think will help you begin negotiating at a higher level?

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 















PART VI
Leading and Coaching Price Increase Initiatives











30
The Battle Begins






Renee could see the anxiety on the faces of her sales team as she announced her company's price increase initiative. Some of those faces were twisted in what looked to be physical pain. Anticipating the pushback, she'd barely slept the night before.




	“Our customers won't accept this.”


	“This is just going to cause them to go to the competition!”


	“This is stupid! Our competitors are dropping prices. Why are we increasing them?”


	“Why are we doing this now? Couldn't this have waited until next quarter?”


	“The timing for this increase is all wrong.”


	“This doesn't make sense! We just increased their prices last month!”


	“Our customers are hurting already. It's not right!”


	“How will we possibly have time to do this with everything else we are required to do? You're asking too much!”


	“There is no way I can prospect for new business if I have to spend my time jacking around with these price increases.”


	“Why can't the service team do this? It's their job anyway!”


	“I was hired to sell, not beat customers up over price increases!”


	“How can we justify asking for a price increase after all of the service delivery issues this year?”


	“Why should we do this if we aren't getting a commission for it? That's not fair.”


	“What moron at corporate thought this was a good idea with everything that is going on in the market right now?”


	“This bites!”





As her sales team became more hostile, Renee's shoulders slumped. It was going to be a long meeting.






Leaders Hesitate


Salespeople hate price increases. So much so, that they are surprisingly successful at selling their leaders on abandoning price increase campaigns. They push back so hard that it causes leaders to second-guess price increase initiatives and give up when they feel that it is not worth the battle.


Though price increase initiatives are the fastest and least expensive way to boost profits and revenue, many leaders hesitate. They want to raise prices but don't trust their salespeople to execute.


There is an underlying fear, born from a measure of truth, that if the sales team isn't fully on board, they'll sabotage the price increase initiative – overtly, covertly, or through apathy.


Leaders know that when price increase initiatives are shoved out to the sales team sledgehammer-style, as direct orders, the salespeople can easily kill the initiatives through procrastination, inaction, and frightening tales of how customers will be leaving in droves.


Their arguments can seem compelling because salespeople typically have the most intimate relationships with customers, and they know they can leverage this position to take what they claim is the moral high ground.






Transforming a Sales Team into a Price Increase Machine


Yet when sold effectively, customers accept price increases, remain loyal, and often buy more. Revenue and profits increase and organizational health improves.


And while it is true that salespeople can sabotage price increase initiatives, more often than not, failure to launch is tied directly to ineffective leadership and coaching. Too often, price increase initiatives are approached randomly with no plan, unified process, or training for the salespeople.


Leaders also make the false assumption that their salespeople will know what to do because, alas, they are salespeople. Selling price increases should be natural for them. But it's not, and they don't want to do it.


In one recent example, we (Sales Gravy) were working with a group of sales professionals in the rental equipment industry. The sales team was being tasked with going out to their customers and negotiating significant increases in the rental rates (in some cases as much as 30 percent more.)


The reason for these increases was that the market had shifted. There was more demand for equipment than supply, and the risk of defection to competitors was low because the competitors didn't have enough equipment to supply the market demand either. It was perfect timing to increase rates, improve profitability, and move equipment from customers who were unwilling to pay higher rates to those who were.


We opened the training up with a discussion of the challenges the sales reps were facing with getting the price increases. The standard excuses and whining surfaced.


Our client hired us to light a fire under the sales team because most of the reps were procrastinating and hadn't approached their customers yet. The reps were nervous and worried about getting pushback from customers. They feared conflict, potential objections, and losing customers.


Our trainers walked the sales reps through the Price Increase Sales Process. We honed the messaging, worked out objection turnarounds, and planned for potential negotiations with larger accounts. Next, we role-played the conversations.


We had each sales rep develop a small list of five targeted accounts that they would immediately approach with the price increase. They then called and scheduled appointments to meet with each customer.


A week later, we reconvened for the second part of the training. Each rep reported on their experience with presenting the price increase to their five targeted customers.


Not a single rep failed to get the price increases. They, in fact, were stunned at how well the conversations had gone. Several reported that their customers responded with, “What took you so long?” A third of the customers added even more rental equipment to their accounts – at the higher prices.


The initiative was a huge success. Later, it rolled out across the enterprise (200+ salespeople), drove record profits for the company and rocketed top-line revenue growth.






The Three Pillars of Leadership Excellence


There are Three Pillars of Leadership Excellence for effective price increase initiatives (Figure 30.1). To be effective in any leadership role in the modern workplace, you need to be proficient in all three functional areas.


 [image: Schematic illustration of Three Pillars of Leadership Excellence]



Figure 30.1 Three Pillars of Leadership Excellence








	Leading is shaping the strategy. It is compelling people, through vision and inspiration, to take action by connecting them emotionally to a future state. It's developing a strategy and getting people to buy into the WHY behind the WHAT.


	Managing is shaping the tactics. It is driving outcomes through a system of organizing, planning, and directing. It is process-based – the HOW.


	Coaching is shaping people – the WHO. It is ongoing, in the trenches, work to develop people through training, observation, coaching, and feedback – in real time and on the job.





When front-line leaders are aligned on all three pillars, success follows.






You Need Your People More than They Need You


When leading, managing, and coaching price increase initiatives, one leadership principle stands above all: You need your people more than they need you.


This is the most important leadership lesson in this book. Because until you get this – and I mean really make this principle part of your heart and soul – it will be difficult, if not impossible to lead and execute successful price increase initiatives.


Consider this: It is Monday morning – crunch time for your company's price increase campaign. You are counting on your salespeople to be in conversations with customers about these changes. Your boss is counting on you.


Your team of 12 account managers has one week to meet with 170 customers and explain the upcoming price increase. This is a critical campaign for your organization, and you've been asked to report on your team's progress daily.


You get to the office early, ready to kick things off. As soon as you sit down at your desk, the phone rings. Emily calls to say she has tested positive for Covid and won't be working for at least a week. A few minutes later, you get an email from Praveen with the same bad news.


Then Javier calls to say a relative died, and he needs to fly to Los Angeles to go to the funeral; he'll be out until next week. Ashley has a sick child.


The disappointing news keeps rolling in. None of your salespeople will be at work, and no price increase conversations will be happening today – or maybe this week.


What are you going to do?


There is no way you can meet with 170 customers; and besides, you don't have the relationships with the customers, your account managers do. The truth is, your price increase initiative would be in shambles, and you would have some serious explaining to do when you report to your boss. Without your team, you would fail.


But what if on Monday morning all of your people showed up to work and you didn't? Would things get done? Absolutely. The price increase conversations would happen.


So who is more important, you or your people? As a leader, if your team succeeds, you succeed. If your team fails, you fail. So it follows that your job is to help your people succeed.


Through leading, managing, and coaching, you must create an environment that fosters and rewards success, and remove roadblocks so that they can get the job done. Anything that impedes their success hurts you.


The single most important leadership principle is this: You need your people more than they need you.










Exercise 30.1 Leverage the Three Pillars




Consider the Three Pillars of Leadership Excellence. For each one, write down one way you already demonstrate it, and one new thing you can do to better prepare your team to sell price increases.




	Leading (the WHY)

How do you shape the strategy, inspire people through vision, and help them buy in so they can take action?


 


 


 


 


 


What other actions can you take to help them connect emotionally to the future state of effectively selling price increases?


 


 


 


 


 





	Managing (the HOW)

How do you shape the tactics and drive outcomes through organizing, planning, and directing?


 


 


 


 


 


What can you add to your process to shape the way your team approaches price increases?


 


 


 


 


 





	Coaching (the WHO)

How do you shape the people on your team to help them find success in their work?


 


 


 


 


 


What can you add to your ongoing work to develop your team through training, observation, and feedback?
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Leading Price Increase Initiatives






Imagine for a moment that your task as a leader is to get a group of people to hike to the top of a mountain while carrying heavy rocks, in the heat of a mid-July summer day. The trip up will be an arduous grind.


You stand there before the group, a pile of rocks on one side and a group of unhappy climbers giving you the stink eye on the other. They are consumed with worry and fear that they might get hurt or encounter a snake, bear, or mountain lion. None of them are looking forward to the pain they'll have to endure.


Several ask, “Why now? Why can't we wait until the fall when it will be cooler?”


Others challenge you, “There's got to be another way to get these rocks to the top of that mountain.”


They whine, “Isn't there someone else who can do this? It doesn't seem fair that we are stuck with this job.”


No one seems motivated to get to work.


You must find a way to inspire the group to pick up the rocks and start hiking. Your task is to get them emotionally connected to the WHY, a future state in which the rocks are at the top of the mountain.


This is what leading is all about. The WHY is the end game and ultimate objective. If you want them to line up and willingly take rocks up that hill, you've got to explain the reason.


If this scenario sounds a lot like trying to motivate salespeople to go out and get price increases, you'd be right, except that the sales reps would readily choose carrying rocks over selling the price increase.






You Are Always on Stage


Remember Renee's story from Chapter 30? I've been in this situation many times over the years. I had empathy for my salespeople because I'd been in their shoes, and I hated price increases, too. Still, in these situations, I couldn't flinch because if I gave an inch or sympathy for even one excuse, I knew what would happen.


My sales team would take that inch and make a mile out of it. They'd continue to make excuses, procrastinate, bungle the messaging, fold under pressure from customers, and fail to get the price increases we needed. So I had to stand there like Teflon, getting beat up, but allowing no excuses to stick.


A simple truth is that successful price increase campaigns begin and end with excellence in leadership. Leading price increase initiatives begins with the courage to be steadfast in the face of pushback – especially when your top performers are leading the charge.


As a leader you are always on stage. Everything you say or don't say, do or don't do, your facial expressions, tone of voice, and body language can and will influence whether or not you get buy-in for the price increase initiative.


You must never forget that because you are the boss, your people watch and analyze your every move, looking for clues to what you are thinking. Most importantly, your people are judging you based on their intentions, not yours.


When you discuss price increase initiatives, what you say and how you say it is critical to gaining buy-in. If they sense weakness, insecurity, or hesitation, you are toast.






Salespeople Buy In for Their Reasons, Not Yours


Before your sales team will sell the price increase to customers, you must sell the price increase to them. Sales professionals, like people in general, have a tendency to comply with requests when they know the reason behind them.


Think for a moment about what you are asking them to buy into. Approaching customers with price increases is an activity that they abhor. So, unless they see that it is in their best interest to do it, they probably won't.


No matter how much you plead your case, implore them to do the right thing, yell, scream, or even threaten to discipline or fire them, your sales and customer service professionals will choose to execute price increase initiatives for their reasons, not yours. Therefore, you need to give them relevant reasons that are meaningful to them, not you.


People are willing to do difficult things, like carrying rocks uphill or presenting price increases to customers, when they feel there is a positive implication to themselves or to others for facing their fears and discomfort and taking action. Your job as a leader is to help them become aware of these implications so that they lean into the price increase initiative.


Those reasons could include (among other things):




	Money in their pocket if the price increase is aligned with how they are compensated.


	Direct, one-time incentives/spiffs for successfully getting the price increases without losing customers.


	Customer benefits from new product features, improved quality, faster delivery, or additional value-added services.


	Organizational health, including preventing layoffs or closing facilities, improving supply chain, more training opportunities, upgraded employee benefits, etc.


	Loyalty to the organization.


	Loyalty to you.





Carefully plan your message and approach when selling price increase initiatives to your team. Think about what will motivate your sellers – especially when there is no direct compensation for getting the price increases. Step into their shoes and consider what will cause them to embrace the price increase initiative and execute it with professionalism.


Salespeople can see through contrived BS like no other group of people. If you don't understand the reason behind the price increase or how to articulate it, go seek guidance from your leaders before you talk with your team. Your credibility is on the line.


As their leader, you need to make your WHY message succinct, transparent, and honest; then, deliver it with authentic, confident conviction. Otherwise they'll see right through you, their excuses will prevail, and you'll be carrying those rocks up that hill by yourself.










Executive Leadership Tip: Compensation Alignment


When sales and account management compensation is aligned with the impact of price increases – including gross margins, operating profit, and EBIT – your people will be much more motivated to approach customers with price increases.


Not surprisingly, studies have shown that where there is comp and pricing alignment, price increase initiatives are far more successful.


However, when sales compensation plans are based on pure sales volume, number of units sold, or new customers acquired, your sellers will be far less motivated to approach customers for price increases that could negatively impact these KPIs.


Because this misalignment is common, you and your team may need to consider potential short-term incentives to motivate your sales team to act.


What is most important in this scenario is that you fully consider the unintended consequences of incentivizing bad behaviors – like sales reps adding the price increase to billing without having a conversation with the customer.


Of course, you may consider selling price increases as part of the job that is covered by base salary. This method maximizes profits, reduces the incentives for bad behavior, but places more pressure on front-line leaders to get buy-in based on other implications.


Therefore, it will be in your best interest to help your leaders with messaging that will resonate with the sales and service teams and gain the buy-in you need for a successful price increase initiative.


















Exercise 31.1 Price Increase Implications




Think about your upcoming price increase initiative. Make a list of the positive implications for your salespeople, customers, the organization, and you.


Positive implications for the individual sales professional:


 


 


 


 


 


Positive implications for customers:


 


 


 


 


 


Positive implications for the organization:


 


 


 


 


 


Positive implications for you:


 


 


 


 


 




Now, step into the shoes of your sales and customer service professionals.


From their point of view, consider which implications will resonate most and compel them to lean into the price increase initiative.


Plan and develop your message and approach to selling the price increase initiative to your team.
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Managing Price Increases






Let's go back to the pile of rocks at the bottom of that mountain. There you are. You've just delivered an inspiring message about why your team must get past their fears and endure the pain of carrying those rocks up the mountain:




Studies have indicated that when forest fires are spotted within the first 24 hours, there is a 90 percent higher probability of extinguishing them before they destroy homes and create an environmental disaster that kills and maims hundreds of vulnerable species.


The Forest Service and our local firefighters are counting on us to move these rocks to the top of this mountain. There we will build the foundation for a new and important fire tower.


This tower will play an integral role in helping to spot and extinguish fires faster than ever. Your important work will benefit all of our communities and your families. It will save lives and protect our fragile ecosystem.





Your powerful message connects. A few members of your team even clap and cheer. You can see by their body language that your people have made an emotional connection to the mission, embraced it, and are ready to go.


Then you give them their instructions, “OK folks, let's go! Take those rocks up the mountain and build that foundation!”


You watch with admiration as they enthusiastically begin picking up rocks and heading up the trail to the top of the mountain. Satisfied, you head back to your office to get some work done.






Big Hat, No Cattle


Several hours later you return to check on your team's progress. What you discover leaves you shocked and dismayed. Though your people were hard at work when you left them, few of the rocks have actually made it to the clearing on top of the mountain where the fire tower will be constructed.


Most of the climbers have made little progress because they were confused and didn't have the confidence that they were moving in the right direction.


Some dropped the rocks at the wrong places while others sat down on the trail and did nothing. The team members who did manage to make it to the top of the mountain made a mess of the foundation.


Inspiring people to take action without giving them a system, process, and plan is, as they say in Texas, like being “all hat but no cattle” – a whole lot of talk with nothing to back it up. The WHY, without the HOW, is just empty rhetoric.


This, by the way, is why most price increase initiatives ultimately fail to produce the desired results, disrupt other selling activities, and cause salespeople undue stress and anxiety.


When leaders give their salespeople marching orders to “go get price increases” without giving them a map and walking them step by step through the process, price increase campaigns yield poor results.






Ninety Percent of Strategy Is Execution


If leading is the WHY, then managing is the HOW. It's execution. Managing the step-by-step process is the crucial piece of the price increase initiative puzzle because 90 percent of vision and strategy is execution.


If you want your team to successfully carry rocks to the top of the mountain or execute a price increase initiative, then you must show them the way. You must draw an easy-to-read map from point A to point Z, including all of the checkpoints in between.


This means owning the process, clearly defining the goals, and being there with them in the trenches, leading from the front. You cannot abdicate this responsibility. Never, ever assume that your sales professionals understand how to effectively sell price increases to customers.


Managing effective price increase initiatives includes these strategies:




	Map the process with a tactical plan.


	Target the right accounts using a formal system.


	Use metrics to set clear targets, goals, and objectives.


	Plan and time messaging and frameworks for confidently selling, defending, and negotiating price increases.


	Train your team on what to do and how to do it.





Think about it. There are processes for almost every sales activity. We teach salespeople how to prospect, run the sales process, conduct discovery conversations, deliver sales presentations, close, handle objections, and negotiate. We hold them accountable to clear KPIs that are explained in advance.


Price increases have a powerful and lasting impact on profitability and organizational health, so why would we treat the skillset for selling them any differently? Let's look at these strategies in more detail.




Map the Process


As the leader, it is your responsibility to map the process and build the system for your team. There will be a series of considerations and decisions you'll need to make as you build the plan including market and customer specific challenges.


Do not expect or assume that they will do this on their own. If you do, you'll get random and suboptimized results – rocks everywhere except for where they are supposed to be.


Start building your map by considering the specific price increase scenario you are facing (Table 32.1).


Within these initiatives, price increases may be applied in a unit-based format or a broad-based format. In a unit-based format, prices are increased on individual line items, which is typical for physical products. In a broad-based format, the price increase is applied to the entire account's billing, which is typical for services.






Target the Right Accounts


With many price increases (e.g., account-based, negotiable, and non-negotiable with exceptions), your sellers will be tasked with targeting certain accounts. They will need guidance and hands-on help with choosing the right accounts based on any number of factors including:








Table 32.1 Mapping the Process by Price Increase Initiative










	Type of Initiative

	Description

	Management Tips 
 





	Broad campaigns

	These are special enterprise, divisional, or regional campaigns.
 
 They impact many customers at the same time.

	The entire sales and service team is required to engage. 




	Targeted, account-based price increases

	These target specific accounts at contract renewal, on reorders, or on specific line items.
 
 These are usually leveraged to optimize pricing that was set too low when the sale was first made to acquire the customer.

	These price increases are typically part of day-to-day account management activities.
 
 They should be baked into the broader account planning process. 




	Non-negotiable price increases

	In this case, the organization has calculated that the reward of implementing the price increase is high while the risk of losing customers is low.

	Marketing will usually take the lead with messaging and notifying customers of the impending increase.
 
 Sales and customer service will primarily be responsible for managing customer questions and calming dissatisfaction. 




	Non-negotiable with exceptions

	In some cases, non-negotiable price increases may be administered with exceptions for certain classes of customers.
 
 Exceptions might be made for new accounts, strategic accounts, accounts that are in jeopardy due to service issues, and angry customers who push back hard.

	Sales and service teams will be responsible for identifying the accounts marked for exceptions and communicating their reasons to the management team.
 
 Their primary role will be to defend the price increases when confronted by upset customers so that the increases stick. 




	Negotiable

	With larger accounts, bigger price increases, complexity, risk, and competitive pressure comes the need to negotiate with customers that push back.

	This is where talented sales professionals with knowledge of the accounts and established relationships are needed most.
 
 With negotiable price increases there will be greater emphasis placed on account targeting, pre-planning, messaging, and business case.
 
 Leaders will need to set clear individual goals and objectives and provide reasonable negotiating parameters. 
  






	Account size and strategic value


	New accounts versus established accounts


	Risk profile


	Competitive pressure


	Customer demands


	Ease or difficulty of providing services


	Profit margins


	Product service array


	Market impact


	Contract terms and conditions


	Contract expiration dates


	Current pricing versus market pricing


	State of the relationship


	Past and current service issues









Use Metrics That Matter to Set Goals


A fundamental truth in business is that you cannot manage what you don't measure. For this reason, you'll need to define the measurable objectives for your team as well as setting targets for each individual. The metrics that matter (MTMs) and goals may include:




	Gross revenue increase


	Net revenue increase after offsets for order reductions, discounts on other line items, or costs for value-add services


	Gross margin improvement


	Average percentage price increase


	Customer retention


	Order volume retention





Once the goals are set, provide regular and transparent reporting on progress toward those goals so that everyone on your team is aware of where they stand against their targets.






Plan the Timing and Roll Out


Price increase initiatives will be far more successful when you get ahead of the curve and give your sellers plenty of time to plan, hone their messaging, shore up accounts with service issues, and reconnect with customers where relationships may not be strong. You'll also avoid overwhelming your customer service team with angry customers who are ready for a fight.


Work backward from when the price increases need to be in place and give your team plenty of time to roll them out in an orderly, well-thought-out way that reduces chaos and leads to better outcomes.






Train Your Team


Like all skillsets, selling price increases must be learned, practiced, and honed. This begins with leaders showing and teaching sales and service teams how to do it. If your company has a formal training program for selling price increases, consider yourself lucky.


Since most companies don't have a formal training system, you'll most likely be required to take on the responsibility for training the team yourself. Use your price increase process map and this book as a training guide.


Take time after each chapter to reflect on how you might leverage the lessons learned to teach your team how to carry out your price increase initiatives more effectively. Then develop a plan to build short training sessions into your team meetings until skills are sharp.


Repetition is the mother of skill. Remember that the skills required to sell and defend price increases are perishable over time. Just because someone was trained in the past doesn't mean their skills are still sharp.












Exercise 32.1 Mapping the Process




Consider your upcoming price increase initiative.


Define the performance objectives and the metrics that matter (MTMs). Describe how you will know your team is successful in clear, concise terms:


 


 


 


 


Define your plan for assigning individual goals to your sellers:


 


 


 


 


Map the process from A to Z for achieving your objective, including how you plan to target accounts:


 


 


 


 


 


Define your rollout and training plan:


 


 


 


 


 























33
Coaching Price Increases






After realizing the mistake you made as a leader by setting it and forgetting it, you gather the climbers and the rocks back at the bottom of the mountain and start over.


This time you get the map out and explain the process for moving the rocks up the mountain in detail. You show them where to place the rocks, and teach them how to arrange the rocks to build the foundation once the rocks are at the top of the mountain.


The training goes well and the team seems much more confident and prepared. They grab the rocks and head back up to construct the foundation. This time though, you stick around and observe the process.


You're thrilled to observe that your top performers follow the plan you gave them flawlessly. They march right up the mountain, place their rocks on the foundation, and without hesitation, head back down to get more rocks. The training has paid off.


Curiously though, there are still climbers who are getting confused. When they encounter a cross trail they sometimes take a wrong turn. Others make it to the top of the mountain but then fail to place their rock on the foundation the way they were trained. Still others are immobilized by their fear that a wild animal might jump out of the woods at any time and gobble them up.


It's frustrating. “I trained them all and gave them a process map,” you think to yourself. “They were all there together and each of them acknowledged that they were clear on what to do. Why aren't they all performing at the same level? It doesn't make sense!”


In situations like this, mediocre leaders resort to managing by YST – yelling, screaming, and threatening. They throw their hands up, and blame their people.


Effective leaders understand that, most of the time, people don't do illogical things on purpose. When people think that what they are doing is the right thing (like turning the wrong way on a cross trail), it will never occur to them to change that behavior unless you are there to coach them and give feedback.






Knowledge Acquisition Versus Knowledge Application


You quickly realize that your team needs more than training to perform at a high level. When you notice several team members taking a wrong turn at a cross trail, you give them feedback by pointing them in the right direction. When you observe one of your team members struggling with their rock, you stop and demonstrate the proper way to carry it.


As you pass your top performers coming back down the mountain for more rocks, you praise them with “Nice job!” and high-fives. And as the climbers become fatigued and slow down, you offer encouragement and remind them of the WHY behind the mission to keep them motivated.


At the top, as the climbers prepare to set the rocks on the foundation, you coach them on the proper technique by asking questions to provoke awareness of what they have already learned.




	“Remember when we did this in training?”


	“What's the right way to lay that rock on the foundation?”


	“What happens if the pointed side is facing up?”


	“You've got it, nice job!”





As the day progresses, the team comes together and performs at a high-level. They accomplish the task in record time and build a strong foundation for the future fire tower. When the job is done, they feel a sense of accomplishment and satisfaction for doing worthwhile work. You could not be prouder and your boss is impressed with your leadership.


When you trained your climbers, they acquired knowledge. But just because they had the knowledge doesn't mean that they understood how to apply it on the job.


A simple truth about training is that when you train people, performance will temporarily improve. However, those improvements are short-lived unless you are there, present in real time, giving ongoing coaching and feedback. This is why trainees lose as much as 90 percent of the skills they gain if training is not followed with coaching.






Coaching for Improved Price Increase Initiative Performance


We've already established that salespeople hate price increases. For this reason, you cannot manage the price increase initiative through email or assume that just because you told your people what to do and gave them goals that they will follow through and do the work. Trust me on this, they won't.


If execution – the HOW – is 90 percent of strategy, then people – the WHO – are 90 percent of execution. This is exactly why success with price increase initiatives requires front-line sales leaders to be present, in the trenches, and investing in their people through ongoing training, observation, coaching, and feedback.




	Train your people on what to do and how to do it.


	Observe them doing it and analyze performance gaps.


	Coach them to hone their skills and close those gaps.


	Follow up and provide ongoing feedback so that they remain motivated and on the right path.





Effective coaching is continuous and ongoing. It never stops. Therefore, you must be intentional about making time to coach. Otherwise you get consumed and distracted with administrative work, and your team's performance will suffer.




Observe Price Increase Conversations in Real Time


The most effective way to analyze performance gaps and coach price increase sales skills is to observe conversations with customers in real time.


Go out on appointments with your field sellers, sit side by side with inside sales and service reps, or participate in video calls. In situations where you cannot be there in real time, schedule time with your people to watch the video replays or listen to call recordings together.






Before-and-After Routine


The most effective time and place to coach price increase conversations is immediately before and after price increase conversations.


Prior to the conversation, ask provocative questions to help your salesperson focus and prepare. This is your opportunity to shape the outcome.


After the conversation, ask questions to help your rep gain insight on what they did well and what changes they should make with their approach before meeting with the next customer.






Role Play


Conducting effective price increase conversations is a skillset and, like any skillset, repeated practice builds muscle memory and sharpens price increase selling skills. Role-playing is one of the most effective ways to anchor training and ensure that your people perform at a high level when the price increase is on the line.


Your people will whine that they aren't good at role-playing, don't like it, and don't need it. But, don't take the bait. They need it and it will make them better. Build role-playing into your team meetings, one-to-ones, price increase initiative planning meetings and trainings, before-and-after routines, and key account murder boarding sessions.






Demonstrate


Sometimes it makes sense for you to demonstrate how to sell a price increase correctly – something to give your sales rep a chance to watch. This is particularly true with new salespeople or sellers and customer service professionals who have never been asked to sell or defend a price increase.


Showing your people how to do it in real situations gives you instant credibility. Instead of being a do-as-I-say leader, you become a do-as-I-do leader whom people are motivated to follow. It also makes you more authentic and human because they'll get to watch you make some mistakes, too.


The coaching conversation that follows, in which you compare notes and discuss what went well and where there are opportunities for improvement, is especially powerful for learning and improving long-term performance.


 



One-to-One Meetings


Leverage weekly one-to-one meetings to keep your finger on the pulse of how each rep is doing with the price increase initiative. Discuss challenges, coach them through roadblocks and fears, and help them with preparing for upcoming price increase conversations.






Encouragement


Price increase conversations are an emotional grind. Your sellers can become fatigued and discouraged quickly. Be intentional with encouragement.


When you are there with them, offering encouragement, thanking them for their hard work, picking them up when things don't go as planned, and celebrating successes, you'll keep them focused, on track, and motivated to sell the price increase without losing customers.










Exercise 33.1 Develop a Coaching Plan




Consider an upcoming price increase initiative that you're likely to face.


What challenges do you feel your individual sellers will have with selling this price increase?


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Develop a comprehensive coaching plan for the initiative. Include the strategies and tools you'll rely on, including how often and when you'll meet with your reps.


 


 


 


 


 














 



Part Six Wrap-Up: Reflections


Take a moment to reflect on what you have learned and answer these questions:




	What do you feel are your biggest challenges with leading, managing, and coaching price increase initiatives? How can you overcome these challenges?

 


 


 


 


 



	What do you feel holds your team back from effectively following through and executing increase initiatives? How can you change this?

 


 


 


 


 



	What specific leadership behaviors do you feel you need to change or develop to make your next price increase initiative a success?

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



	 What are your biggest takeaways from this book? How will you use the lessons from this book to turn your team into a price increase selling machine?
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	customer



	acceptance, 101–102, 178–179, 187, 227–229


	hatred, 176


	panic, 102


	queries, response process, 108






	defense, 101, 107, 234–235



	difficulty, 99


	team preparation, 96






	earning, 163


	economic reasons, 192


	effective date, 224


	enrollment, 235–236


	experiencing, 235


	explanations, complexity/difficulty, 194–195


	fairness, perception, 177


	fallback objective, 266


	formal price increase business case, 203


	format, 8


	Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs), 97–98


	future value, 192


	hatred, 288


	impact, 290–291


	implications, 291–292


	importance, 5–6


	insinuation, 226


	large account price increase, derisking, 205–206


	magnitude, 178


	management, 293


	maximization, goal, 134–135


	messaging frameworks, 181


	misgivings, projecting, 226


	murder-boarding sessions, 37–38


	narratives, 183, 209–210


	negotiation, 241, 242, 259–260, 266



	handling, 120, 122


	position, explanation, 253–254






	objections, 11, 97–98, 228–229



	handling, 120, 122, 233






	obstacle immunity, development, 26–27


	open-ended question, 235


	outcomes, worry, 11


	overview, 209


	payoff, 5


	percentage points, protection, 259


	phrase, interpretation, 180–181


	playbook, 95


	points, protection, 261


	precall preparation, 120, 121


	preparation, 35


	pre-price increase campaigns, 68


	pre-price increase conversation, initiation, 70


	presenting, 119


	priming, 149


	procrastination, 62–63


	proposal, 266


	pushback, 234


	rejection, 11


	risk analysis, 131f, 133f


	risk profile, 127, 130–131



	development, 138–139


	scenarios, 134f






	role-play scenarios, 36, 108


	rollback, 105


	rollout, 300–301


	sales process, 117, 120–122, 120f, 124–125, 282



	demonstration, 307






	sales professional antipathy, 3–5


	sales team



	training, 301


	transformation, 281–282






	scenario, 296


	selling, 163



	avoidance, 5






	shutting up, 224, 225–226


	stage, setting, 120–121, 147, 152


	target, 127, 266


	targeting, 216–217


	timing, 209, 300–301


	understanding, 24–25


	usage, challenges, 8–10


	value loss, perception, 260








	Price increases, acceptance



	drivers, 176–178


	encoding, word choices, 169


	influence, 175


	stage, setting, 147, 152








	Price increases, conversations, 69



	approaches, 91



	confidence, usage, 162






	customer conversation, 149


	discomfort, 60


	ease, increase, 164


	effectiveness, improvement, 163


	formal appointments, setting, 147, 152–153


	objective, 92


	outcomes, 152


	planning, 141


	practice, 143–144


	preparation/practice, 36


	presenting/asking/defending approaches, 93–95


	process, trust, 163–164


	struggle, 160


	treatment, 152








	Prices, “updating” (meaning), 180–181


	Priming, power, 147–150


	Probability



	assessment, 132–134


	curve, bending, 164








	Problem (value narrative framework step), 210, 211–212


	Problem-solution-outcome framework, usage, 210


	Procrastination, 62–63



	impact, 57–60








	Product



	usage (cessation), customer threat, 237








	Product quality defects, 11


	Profitability, results, 82


	Profit, generation, 5


	Project timelines, 189


	Psychological reactance, 234


	Pushback, 178, 234



	attack, comparison, 249

















	Q


	Quality



	customer expectations, 185


	issues, defense, 143


	maintenance (narrative), 183, 185








	Questions, 241



	answering, 226

















	R


	Rational risk assessments, 164


	Reasoning, questioning, 177


	Reciprocity



	leverage. See Law of Reciprocity.


	narrative, 184, 188








	Rejection, 28–33



	fear, disruption, 160


	obstacle, 20–21


	protection, 25–26


	sensitivity, 18–19


	threat, neurophysiological response, 20








	Rejection, fear, 5



	mastery, 13–15








	Rejection Proof (Jiang), 25


	Relationships



	importance, 45


	inventory, 50–51


	investment, 70


	problems, 54–55


	status, 68








	Repetition, usage, 301


	Resentment, 55



	effects, 61


	instant resentment, 66–68


	triggering, 53








	Resistance, reduction, 164


	Respect, 181


	Responsiveness, commitment demonstration, 104


	Retention



	account retention, 91



	neglect, 69–70






	customer retention, 6, 92


	result, 82








	Retirement plant, 164


	Return on investment (ROI), 207, 209, 255


	Reverse value narrative, 183, 187


	Risk, 204



	accentuation, 189


	analysis, 131f, 133f


	assessment, 131–134


	nine-box risk analysis template, 128–130


	profiles, building, 164


	situations, 203








	Risk profile, 127–128



	development, 138–139


	elements, 130–134


	scenarios, 134f








	Role-play, usage, 160, 307


	Rout service rep (RSR), usage, 187











	S


	Sales



	career, selection, 13


	difficulty, 21


	high-stake sales presentation, 208


	interactions, tracking, 160


	negotiation map, 266f


	obtaining, 150


	process, steps, 120–122, 120f


	professionals, objectivity (problem), 37–38


	team, transformation, 281–282








	Sales EQ proven process, 123f


	Salespeople, buy-ins (reasons), 289–290


	Self-doubt, impact, 163


	Self-esteem



	increase, 163


	preservation, 261








	Self-talk



	change, 165


	leverage, 39–40








	Sellers



	capitulation, 247








	Sellers, premature negotiation, 242


	Selling the Price Increase Master Class, 159


	Service



	continuation (narrative), 183, 186–187


	deficiencies, 11


	issues, 69



	defense, 143






	removal, 187








	“Sharpen the saw” sessions, 96


	Shutting up, 224, 225–226, 271


	Social technology, 169


	Social threat, 19



	response, 229








	Solution (value narrative framework step), 210, 211


	“So what?” test, 179–180


	Stage, setting (price increase sales process), 120–121, 152


	Stakeholder



	map, knowledge, 142


	nonjudgmental agreement, impact, 238


	objections/negotiations, 143








	Status quo



	card, playing, 81


	customer bias, trigger, 189


	valuing, 147








	Status quo bias



	heightening, 207


	leverage, 80–81


	stoking, 214–215








	Strategic price increases, murder-boarding sessions, 37–38


	Strategy, execution (impact), 295–301


	Success, visualization, 41–42


	Sutton's Corollary, 206


	Sutton's Law, 204–205


	Sutton, Willie, 204


	Synchronous communication, 105











	T


	Target, achievement, 205


	Targeted account-based price increases, 7, 93, 175


	Templates, usage, 208


	Thinking Fast and Slow (Kahneman), 80–81


	Threats, types, 19


	Timing, 209



	planning, 300–301


	price increase statement framework step, 195–198








	Training, usage, 306











	U


	Unchecked emotions, impact, 229


	Understanding/acceptance, confirming, 237, 239–240


	Unhappiness/anger, contrast, 101–102


	Unit-based price increase format, 8, 296











	V


	Value



	advocates/coaches, leverage, 212


	bridge, 262, 263f


	equation, 255–258



	building, 257–258






	explaining, 237, 239


	narratives, 209, 210



	development, 215–216


	examples, 210–211


	framework, 210






	reverse value narrative, 183, 187


	types, 184


	value-based business cases, 181








	Vendors, authenticity, 180–181


	Voicemail, usage, 103











	W


	Wang, Shirley, 161


	What's In It For Me (WIIFM), 182, 184, 239, 240



	answer, 178–180


	answer (price increase statement framework step), 195–198


	customer question, 190


	questions, 196–197


	value trade, 190








	Winning, preparation, 272–273


	Win probability, 117, 118, 128


	Words



	change, 168–169


	nonverbal communication, congruence (scanning), 169


	usage, 170t








	Worry



	cessation, 35


	customer worry, 103


	human safety bias, 12








	Worst-case scenario, 266
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	Yelling, screaming, and threatening (YST), usage, 304
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