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Selling in the New Normal— 
Closing Complex Sales in a Tough Economy 
 

 

 

 

According to Price Waterhouse Coopers’ 15th Annual Global CEO Survey, CEOs are nearly three times 

more confident in their own company’s growth prospects than they are in the global economy.  As a 

result, they are spending cautiously.  In his bestselling book, Leadership in the Era of Economic 

Uncertainty, Ram Charan concludes that global economic uncertainty has led executives to view 

expenditures in one of three ways: 

 Keeping the business lights on 

 Compliance spending (there will be more than ever) 

 Discretionary spending (there will be less than ever) 

Spending decisions are also being made higher in the organization.  Power -- the person who owns the 

results and budget and makes the final buying decision -- is one or two levels higher than before.   

Jeffrey Immelt, CEO of GE, coined the term “the new normal” to describe the current sales environment.   

In the “new normal,” traditional complex sales approaches no longer work; sales levels, margins and 

average deals sizes are down and sales cycles are longer with many ending in non-decision.  Prospects 

are spending less and even consolidating and in some cases eliminating suppliers in an effort to save 

money. 

Identify the problem  

While companies can do little to change the global zeitgeist, our research indicates that there is a 

problem that is under their control:  companies don’t sell to key decision-makers (Power) even when it 

comes to their biggest accounts. In fact, most account relationships are stuck at the mid-management 

level.  Here is the crux of the problem: Most organizations sell products based on the day-to-day 

problems they solve.  But the people who make the buying decision evaluate how products solve 

executive-level problems.   

This explains why so many companies suffer through long sales cycles, longer approval processes and 

indecision on the part of the buyer.  When you don’t know the executive-level value of your products, 

you are left to provide the same feature-level cost-benefit analysis as all of your competitors.  Presented 

with no clear solutions to executive-level problems, buyers are left with indecision. 
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Understand the motivation 

When an organization approves a significant sales expenditure, it is because a key decision-maker – the 

person we call Power – gives final approval.  With discretionary funds scarcer than ever, this happens 

only when the project solves a keenly felt, executive-level problem.  Power must have significant 

expectations for the project to sign off on it, and quite frankly, the solution may or may not make life 

easier for front-line workers or middle management.  To win approval, Power must know the amount of 

revenue that the product will generate or save for the organization.  But most sales organizations don’t 

know what this value is because they have never met with Power.  

 

How bad is the problem? 

World-wide pipeline close rates are at 15%.  

 

_____________∑ Sales Won______________ =15% 

∑ Sales Won + ∑ Sales Lost + ∑ Non-decision 

 

This means that sales, presales, sales support, sales management and executive management now put 

time and resources into something that isn’t going to happen 85% of the time.  

A proven approach to higher close rates 

Selling to Zebras, Inc. has developed a sales methodology that enables companies to sell successfully – 

even in times of economic pessimism.  Our approach is measurable, repeatable and achieves consistent 

close rates of 90%.  The following is a brief overview of how it works. 

Know your ideal prospects 

To increase pipeline close rates, you need to know the real, executive -level, value of your product.  This 

is best done by evaluating your existing customers.  Identify how your product helps your customers 

solve executive-level problems.  Determine which customers derive the most value from your product -- 

and why -- and then create a profile of the ideal customer based on it.  We call this profile your “zebra.”  

The idea is that, once properly identified, that customer stands out within the marketplace the same 

way a zebra stands out within its environment.  

Evaluate your current customers based on the following criteria to create the profile of your perfect 

prospect:  

 What types of companies have bought since this economic downturn began? 

 What critical business issues were solved and what value was created? 

 Who was the person who could buy even without a budget— a.k.a. Power?  
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 Was a capital appropriation approval process (CAP-x) required and at what funding level? 

 What type of value/return on investment (ROI)/total-cost-of-ownership (TCO) was provided? 

 What role did technology play in the decision? 

 What is the level of service that will be required to ensure success? 

 

This process will help produce the seven attribute questions to be asked about every prospect both 

before and during the sales cycle. 

 

 

Score a prospect 

Before engaging any resources, spend five minutes to score your prospect against the profile of your 

newly created zebra: 

 Company/Organization: Score existing customer as 0, 1, 2, 3 or a perfect 4  

 There is evidence that the customer has the important critical business issues (0-4) 

 Power has been identified and is engaged in the process (0-4) 

 Funding and process for financial and functional approval is established (0-4) 

 ROI: Power is involved and agrees with ROI projections (0-4) 

 Score the technology advantage or disadvantage (0-4) 

 The prospect recognizes the value and is willing to pay for the level of service being proposed (0-4) 

 

Not all prospects are created equal 

Before spending time with a prospect, assess risk versus reward in the following way: [A perfect score is 

28 (7x4)] 

 A score of 0-16 says spending time with this customer is a waste of resource 

 A score of 17-22 says proceed with caution 

 A score of 23 or above says pursue this account with everything you have! 
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Identify the critical business issues 

The second part of this strategy is to adopt an approach to sales in which the financial advantages of 

your product are pitched as heavily as its technical features and benefits. The approach seeks the 

interest and support of top management early in the sales cycle for a shorter, more successful sales 

process.  You need to recognize the reasons that the strategic account purchased from your company 

may have changed.  In the new normal, you need to research the critical business issues which are top-

of-mind for Power. 

The President’s message in the annual report, website content, 10-K’s and various news releases will 

provide clues as to which issues weigh on the executive mind. These issues are usually articulated as 

those that are most important to resolve or improve. These are the critical business issues (CBIs) that 

must be uncovered in order to earn the right to speak with Power. Unresolved CBIs create pain. Solving 

CBIs creates value. Identify CBIs.  Then determine how your products can help resolve these pain points 

and either create revenue or reduce costs.  

Your strategic account managers will then be ready to elevate the discussion to Power. 

 

What should a sales organization expect? 

Our methods are measurable and predictable, so you can expect 

results similar to those experienced by our current customers. 

“With the Zebra methodology, we’re not selling technology,” says 

Vivisimo President, Kevin Calderwood.  “We’re selling a business 

solution that delivers measurable economic value to a targeted 

customer.  Our average sales price has tripled over the past two 

years since we’ve been selling to the business professional – the 

person with the budget – rather than selling features to the 

technology department.  The approach works because we’re solving 

a business problem, showing the prospect the return that can be achieved by implementing our 

solution.” 

ZebraSelling is different than most sales strategies because it takes a holistic approach.  It is as much a 

business model as a sales model because it requires the integrated efforts of marketing, development 

and sales.  The results are compelling: 

 Increase in average deal size and annual sales 13—150% 

 Reduction in the length of the average sales cycle 21—45% 

 Increase in sales pipeline monthly close rate 102—964% 
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Summary  

In the new normal, all proposals compete with every other potential expenditure.  Today, executives 

categorize expenditures into three categories; keeping the business lights on, compliance and 

discretionary spending. 

If a solution helps keep the lights on or comply with laws and regulations, there is a better chance of 

funding.  All other solutions will have to be accompanied by a business case that creates a compelling 

reason to buy.  

Competition is coming from places never even imagined in the past. The normal competitors and more 

are involved in every deal and the biggest competitor of all is apathy (indecision).  Even unrelated 

projects are competitors because there are fewer discretionary dollars available. 

If sellers target zebras and adopt an approach in which the financial advantages of the company’s 

product are pitched as heavily as its technical features and benefits, the sales organization will eliminate 

the waste of capture costs, increase average sales price and reduce the time it takes to close a deal.  

About ZEBRAselling 

ZEBRAselling is the sales methodology developed by Jeff Koser, founder and CEO of Selling to Zebras, 

Inc.  Selling to Zebras is a global leader in sales process improvement.  Selling to Zebras teaches sales 

professionals how to close 90% of the business they pursue with greater ease, speed and profitability. 

The company provides process efficiency tools, sales software and management support to help 

companies achieve considerable sales improvement.  Selling to Zebras has helped countless companies 

achieve their sales goals. Jeff and Chad Koser describe the ZEBRAselling process in their award-winning 

book, Selling to Zebras. 

Selling to Zebras Awards & Recognition: 

“Jeff and Chad Koser wrote a book [Selling to Zebras] that I consider one of the best sales books I have 

read in the last decade.” - Marc Kramer, Wharton School of Management at the University of 

Pennsylvania. 
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