
Editor’s Note: This is the third of a five-part 
series. The first two parts, “Part One: Train to 
Outcomes” and “Part Two: The First 90 Days,” 
appear in the September and October 2021 is-
sues of Office Technology.

E
ach of your salespeople must believe in 
what he (or she) sells. When a person be-
lieves in something strongly enough, he 

becomes passionate about it and then wants to 
shout it from the rooftops. He wants to share it 
with everyone he meets. He becomes an evan-
gelical minister and a product ambassador. 

We achieve this objective by proving that 
your products matter, they make a difference 
and your salespeople are proud to share them 
with their current and new customers. This 
will fuel your reps to do those extra cold calls, 
face their fears and accept rejection. Your goal 
is to get your salespeople to believe in the prod-
ucts you have for them to sell. Belief in your products comes 
from well-executed product training.

So where do we begin when it comes to product training? 
In the third part of this five-part series, we will dive into the 
four key areas of training needed to create passion and ex-
citement around the products your salespeople represent:

(1) The history of each product’s evolution
(2) Understanding which features solve customer challenges
(3) Mastering the product demonstration
(4) Clarity in the competitive landscape
In this article, we will highlight how to properly incor-

porate these critical and often overlooked areas of product 
training into your sales onboarding process.

The History of Each Product’s Evolution
They say history gives us perspective on the present. By 

knowing the history of something, we can better appreciate 
what we have grown accustomed to today. 

Take music, for example. Not too long ago, we could only 
listen to music on records from the comfort of our homes. 

Then CDs were invented and we could listen to music in our 
cars and on portable CD players. Then the internet boom 
happened, followed by pirated music from Napster, which 
was then legitimized with iTunes and digitally formatted 
music. Today, we just choose the mood we are in and arti-
ficial intelligence on Spotify, Amazon Music or Apple Music 
will find the right musical fit for us.  

The evolution of music logically shows us how it evolved 
by solving natural challenges people were looking to fix. 
With records to CDs, people were looking to bring music 
with them. With CDs to digital files, they were looking to 
have larger libraries and quicker access to certain songs. 
With artificial intelligence, they were looking to explore 
other types of music that were similar to ones they already 
enjoyed. There are still people today who only listen to mu-
sic on CDs or are just beginning to trust Apple Music to host 
their purchased album libraries. People adjust to the evolu-
tion of products in their own time frames. Sometimes they 
do it out of necessity and other times because they just did 
not know there was a better way. 
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Our technology works the same way. 
The updates that have been made to of-
fice technology products over the years 
are substantial. A 2010 version of an office 
machine compared to a 2021 version is 
like a record player versus having Ama-
zon Music. The beauty of our industry is 
that customers typically have 60-month 
contracts and often take used machines 
as well. That means it is normal to be up-
grading technology that has evolved con-
siderably over the past few years. It is all about perspective.  

You must make sure that your salespeople understand 
the evolution of your product line. They need to know just 
as much about the older machines as they do the new 
ones. They need to be able to clearly state the differences 
and what the new version has that the ones before did not. 
People will buy your products for many reasons and not all 
of your customers have the latest models. Why would they 
“transition to Apple Music” if they do not understand how 
it could benefit their companies and the way they support 
their own customers?

Understanding Which Features Solve Customer 
Challenges

When our salespeople meet with customers, they reek of 
commission breath. It is all about them and how they desper-
ately want to sell one of their products. It is the same as if they 
are asking a customer: “Do you want to buy a new machine?” 

The natural thing for a customer to do is to keep his guard 
up. He does not want to commit to needing anything and 
opening his wallet for a new product. He will, however, talk 
about the technology challenges he is facing. These chal-
lenges have direct financial impacts that could be getting 
in the way of his company’s growth. There is frustration and 
pain involved with these challenges. Even more, the cus-
tomer has no idea if there is a better way to do things when 
it comes to his technology.  

This is where we need to train our salespeople to become 
more comfortable with having conversations around the 
common challenges our customers could be facing, espe-
cially considering there are features that our products have 
that were invented to solve those specific challenges. It is 
easier said than done. Asking good questions, and follow-
ing them up with more specific drill-down questions, is an 
advanced sales skill and not easy to learn.  

Here is a method I recommend using to teach your sales-
people how to better understand their clients by connecting 
features to challenges they are facing. It is called FCIQ and 
stands for features, challenges, impact and questions. Here 
is how it works:

n Features: Start with one feature 
you know is important on the new model 
or service you provide. Write it down on 
a piece of paper. 

n Challenges: Ask yourself what chal-
lenges customers could be experiencing 
if they did not have this feature or service 
today? List as many possible challenges 
as you can.

n Impact: If customers do not solve 
these challenges, what will be the finan-

cial impact on their businesses? How will they be affected?
n Questions: Now that you understand the challenges 

and impacts to your customers’ businesses, look back at 
what you wrote under the challenges section and come up 
with questions you could ask to determine if they are expe-
riencing those challenges. 

Following this method requires your salespeople to 
brainstorm answers along the way. This will result in a 
deeper understanding of how each feature solves real prob-
lems for their clients. The more they understand, the more 
comfortable they will feel having conversations about the 
challenges in front of their customers. 

These conversations will lead to customers who want to 
see validation that the solutions to their problems exist on 
your technology. This natural progression leads customers 
to product demos.

Mastering the Product Demonstration
It is embarrassing how often the demonstration is pur-

posely skipped within the sales process. “The customer 
doesn’t need to see the new technology. They’re good. They 
just want to see a quote.” These are famous last words and 
validation that you are OK with fighting the price war game. 
If you want an immediate improvement in profit margins 
and win rates, make a product demonstration mandatory 
before any proposal is given to a customer.  

Statistically speaking, in our industry, we have an 80% 
close rate on any proposal that had first seen a demo — and 
that is on the low end. If this is the case across the country, 
why are salespeople still skipping demos? I find there are 
two potential reasons.  

The first is that a salesperson is relying on someone else 
to do the demo for him. It could be a manager, a specialist or 
a service technician. If this person is not available, the sales 
rep just moves past the demo in order to not slow down the 
sales cycle. This is a big mistake.

The other reason is that a sales rep may not feel comfort-
able doing the demo himself. This is what we need to focus 
on in terms of sales training for our people. Each rep must 
know how to do a demo on a whim. He should know how 

If you want an 
immediate improvement 
in profit margins and win 
rates, make a product 
demonstration  
mandatory before 
any proposal ...
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to customize his demo script and make 
sure it brings the customer’s current sit-
uation to life — so if the customer uses 
your technology, he ends up in a better 
situation. The demo should prove that 
there are solutions to the customer’s 
problems. It should prove that your com-
pany is the right long-term partner for 
his business.  

The best way to teach our salespeople 
how to do incredible demonstrations is 
to start from a demo script that you design. The demos that 
shine are the ones that wow customers by showcasing every 
solution in your portfolio — like production color, software 
workflow solutions, security add-ons, managed print ser-
vices and managed IT services that connect everything to-
gether. You need to demonstrate this yourself to show your 
people what great looks like. Finish up with a memorized 
certification. Let your reps know that you expect greatness 
from them in order to move on to the next step. 

The demonstration is the culmination of excellent prod-
uct training. Take your time to do this part correctly. It is 
not uncommon for this to be a weeklong section of product 
training with the final day being the demo certification.

  
Clarity in the Competitive Landscape

The advanced part of product training is learning about 
the competition. We have many different manufacturers in 
our industry and the worst thing a salesperson can believe 
is that “they are all the same.” They must learn about the 
strengths and weaknesses of their competitors. I have seen 
the “battle cards” that manufacturers create for their deal-
ers and although they seem to have some wisdom, they are 
easily forgotten.

In my earliest days at Xerox, I was sent to Leesburg, Vir-
ginia, for product training. The most impactful part of the 
training was when we went to Xerox’s competitive lab. The 
competitive lab was a room filled with new equipment pur-
chased from every competitor we were up against. We spent 
time testing out basic functionality across the different pro-
viders. How did they all copy? How did they all print? How 
did they all scan? It was shocking to see how they all be-
haved differently. They were clearly not the same.  

The experience made me want to open up the competi-
tors’ products. I was comfortable with them and wanted to 
see the differences on my home turf. I ultimately created a 
competitive lab of my own in our warehouse during my ten-
ure at Mr. Copy. I recommend you consider doing the same 
for your salespeople. 

To do this, I arranged for any owned competitive gear (not 
promised to be returned to a financing company) to be stored 

in one part of our warehouse. I would take 
our salespeople to this area and we would 
open up the competitive products, make 
observations and do tests. This was incred-
ibly valuable, as it reinforced my message 
that not all features function the same way.  

There is power in knowing where you 
stand and how your products are sepa-
rated from the rest of the pack. You need 
to bring that out into the open for your 
salespeople and send them on quests to 

constantly search for those competitive advantages and lock-
outs, and proactively introduce them into their sales cycles.

 
The Product Is the Differentiator, Not the Salesperson

Product training done right can set your salespeople 
down the path toward long-term success. On top of the ob-
vious speeds and feeds memorization, it is critical to incor-
porate these four areas into your normal training process to 
ensure they will believe in what they are selling.

Without a belief in your products, a salesperson will end 
up believing he is the differentiator in the sales process. 
He will think customers are buying because of him since 
a “copier is just a copier.” This ends in price wars, because 
customers who cannot tell the difference between products, 
not seeing what makes your salesperson’s product special 
and unique, will go with the lowest price. The product is the 
differentiator, not the salesperson.   

In my next article, we will continue with part four of five, 
“How to Sell Training,” and go in-depth on what I recom-
mend you include inside the sales fundamentals portion 
of the onboarding process. Learning how to sell will help 
salespeople believe in themselves and build up their confi-
dence to become top sales performers. n  

Derek Shebby, founder of Modern Sales Training, 
spent 17 years as a top sales executive and sales director 

with Xerox Corp. in California. During his tenure at 
Mr. Copy (MRC), he was a 13-time Sales President’s Club 

Award winner, coached hundreds of salespeople and sales 
leaders to excellence, and helped grow his local division from 

$40 million to more than $100 million in annual revenue 
(30 to 500 employees). Now he spends his time raising his three 
boys in San Diego, California, while helping dealerships across 

the nation increase revenues and profits through his 
copier/MFP sales training program, 
online sales courses and workshops. 

He can be reached at 
derek@modernsalestraining.com and has 

exclusive sales trainings for BTA members at 
www.modernsalestraining.com/BTA.
Visit www.modernsalestraining.com. 
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