Selling a Service Is Harder
than Selling a Product

A transcript of an interview of Tom McMakin, co-author of How Clients
Buy: A Practical Guide to Business Development for Consulting and
Professional Services .




Introduction

Professional services are bought on the basis of trust: trust in the
capability of the service provider to deliver on their promises and trust
the service provider will put the client's interests first. Those thresholds
are harder to reach than demonstrating the efficacy of a product.

In this fourth of a series of interviews, Andi Baldwin of Profitable Ideas Exchange
asked How Clients Buy co-author Tom McMakin how selling services is more
difficult than selling products. The short answer is while products are sold primarily
on features and benefits, professional services are sold based on reputation and
referral.

The deeper answer has to do with how globalization and competition influence the
cultivation of trust over distance and time. As Tom puts it,

But increasingly, people are not an all-purpose accountant for
Poughkeepsie. Rather, they're a very narrowly niched accountant that
sells expertise around transfer pricing as it affects sovereign wealth
funds around the globe. In that case, the country club doesn't do you
any good.

If it seems like selling professional and expert services is hard, it's because it is.
Consequently, those who learn how to help clients buy have a significant edge.
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Transcript

Andi Baldwin: Tom, you argue that selling services is very different from selling
products. How so?

Tom McMakin: You know, selling professional services—professional services are
accounting and law, IT consulting, HR consulting—is very different than selling
products. Think about products that you buy, like maybe a laptop. You buy them on
features or attributes. You think about how much does it weigh. What's the screen
size? How many pixels are there? Whether the camera is good. What's the
processor speed? In fact, you can go online, and you can see a spreadsheet that
compares different laptops.

But professional services are really different. They're sold on reputation,
relationships, and track record. You can't imagine going online and seeing a
spreadsheet that was comparing lawyers and saying, "One lawyer had got a five on
integrity, whereas another lawyer got a four on courtroom presence." They're sold
on people's past experience and on trust. So in that way, they're sold really, really
differently.

It's interesting. | think the challenge of selling professional services has gotten a lot
harder over the last couple of decades. Because as technology has linked us across
the globe, our niches have become more specific. So maybe our parents were
accountants in Poughkeepsie. In order to generate business, in order to create
those relationships off of which they'd scope business, they'd meet people at the
synagogue or church, or they'd meet people at the golf course. They'd get to know
them over a lifetime, and then they would scope business off of those relationships.

But increasingly, people are not an all-purpose accountant for Poughkeepsie.
Rather, they're a very narrowly niched accountant that sells expertise around
transfer pricing as it affects sovereign wealth funds around the globe. In that case,



the country club doesn't do you any good. So the question of the day becomes,
"How do you build a community that you can serve, that might well be global in
scope?"

Andi: So why is it that people have such an allergy to the word "sales?"

Tom: You know, it's funny. | mean, we have a history in our country of selling. And
you think about a movie like Glengarry Glen Ross or The Wolf of Wall Street—the
salesperson is this predatory animal. | think at its heart, the salesperson is
somebody that we think causes us to do something that we wouldn't ordinarily do
if we had all the facts in front of us. So we're loathe to go to the car dealership,
because we're afraid someone is going to sell us in that moment, trap us in that
moment to do something that we wouldn't want to do. That's not the way we want
to sell professional services.

Andi: In How Clients Buy, you offer readers this advice, "Never call it selling." Tell us
more about that point of view.

Tom: Well, you know, | think we came to that view after interviewing a number of
professionals in the field. Initially, our working title was How to Sell Consulting and
Professional Services. But over and again, professionals—managing directors of
various firms—said, "Never call it selling." So we wanted to listen to that and
understand it.

| think one of the reasons that we don't want to call it selling is because selling has
got a sort of a bad name. It leaves a bad taste. It connotes that someone is
manipulating the person that they're selling to. | think also there is a sense that we
are the product when we're selling expert services. It seems fundamentally
immodest, like we're bragging, if we try and sell ourselves.

The advice that we got from the professionals was the best way to do business
development if you're in consulting and professional services is to do good work. In
every case, advance your client's interests before your own interests. And that,
more than anything, drives relationships, referral, and reputation.
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