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“Finance does seem like a foreign language
for sales. But it’s the language of high-level
decision makers.
“So if you’re serious about calling on them,
you’d better be able to speak their language
when you get in front of them.
“This ‘sales financial literacy’ is transformational for salespeople. Not just one change,
but a series of positive outcomes with
increasing value, like a long trail of dominos
being toppled by a single, strategic touch.”

When Salespeople Think Like the CEO
The Domino Effect of Sales Financial Literacy

sales financial literacy
–noun
1. fluency, usually of
sales professionals,
in the language of
the CEO and the CFO
2. a working understanding of how the

Over many years of observing my clients as they invigorate, elevate, and
otherwise transform their sales efforts, I’ve often noticed that something is
lacking. Some vital element that holds them back, preventing them from
selling their total value higher in the client’s organization.
Not until I talked with Jeff Aarthun did the deficit become clear: “Salespeople
cannot speak the language of finance,” Aarthun says. “They are not fluent in
the language of the CEO and the CFO when, more than ever before, spending
decisions at every level of the organization are increasingly driven by return
on investment.”

customer’s company
makes money
3. the ability to quantify
a company’s value in
pure financial terms

Aarthun should know. CEO and Co-Founder of Aarthun Performance Group,
Ltd., he teaches “sales financial literacy” to sales forces at the pinnacle of
corporate America – IBM, Coca-Cola, GE, Bank of America, and many others.
His company creates customer financial simulations, teaches value selling, and
evangelizes sales financial literacy.
I asked Aarthun to explain how he developed his solutions, how they work, and
where and why. ~ Ann Cain
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How did you zero in on the concept of sales financial literacy?
It was what everybody was saying and almost-but-not-quite meaning. My clients would
tell me, time after time, “I want my salespeople to understand the customer’s business.”
But the moment I asked about the financial acumen of their salespeople, it was a quick
back-track. “No-no. I don’t need them to understand finance – we’ve got people who can
do that. I need them to know the business.”
I’m sorry, but understanding how customers “keep score” is the cornerstone of
understanding their business. Financial acumen should be the foundation for all other
sales training.
You’ve worked with the sales forces of some of the best blue-chip companies in the
country. What is the most important thing you’ve learned?
I’ve learned this one true fact: There is another level that salespeople can reach but most
don’t even realize it exists. If salespeople understood finance they would see more clearly
how they can improve their customer’s financial performance and how they can improve
their own company’s financial situation at the same time. Everybody wins!
And we’re not singling out the salespeople on this. Think about it. How many people in
most organizations really know even their own company’s financials? Maybe five percent?
That’s corporate America’s little secret – an enormous blind spot that afflicts employees
throughout the ranks.
Fortunately, what we call sales financial literacy can be learned. And when salespeople
learn, it is transformational. It is not just one change, but a series of positive outcomes
of increasing value. Like a trail of strategically placed dominos being toppled by a single
touch, each breakthrough gives energy to the next. Each insight informs the next. Each
toppled domino represents the sales organization closing ranks around the company’s
profit margin.
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When salespeople
become sales
financially literate,
they immediately
have better business
conversations
with the customer
– not just about the
numbers, but about
the business strategies
behind
the numbers.
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How do salespeople experience that “transformation”? How do they know when it’s
happening?
Oh, there’s no mistaking it. Here’s what they tell us happens. First, when they become
sales financially literate, they immediately have better business conversations with the
customer – not just about the numbers, but about the business strategies behind the
numbers.
They tell us that their better business conversations uncover five to ten times more
opportunities for multiple products and services.
They tell us that they can better articulate the return on investment for the customer – real
value that the customer will reap from the purchase.
And because they can speak in terms of customer value, they feel they have earned the
right to call higher in the organization – up in that five percent of the organization who
know how the company makes money and talk that language.
These financially literate salespeople clearly believe they have a better win-loss record
over the competition who cannot speak the language of business.
What example stands out as a by-the-book transformation?
One of my first and favorite was recently written up in Harvard Business Review in March
2006 (“Customer Value Propositions in Business Markets”). The GE division that sells water
treatment processing to electric utilities was under great pressure to grow. We created a
financial simulation for a water municipality for the division’s salespeople.
Four months later, one salesperson came back and told about his experience at a $200,000
account where he thought he had been tapping the full potential. He learned how the
company was changing and he studied its profit drivers. He went back to them fortified
with enough knowledge to hold a very different discussion about their business. In the
course of the business discussion, he learned for the first time about a new high-priority
water treatment project in the works, just one of five new opportunities he uncovered that
involved a newly approved capital expenditure budget.
Now that account is six times larger – $1.2 million. Having always been conscientious,
this salesperson was stunned to discover how many opportunities he had been missing.
So they learn how the customer makes money. Do they learn how their own company
makes money?
Absolutely. That is one of the epiphanies of our work. It’s critical that salespeople
understand how the decisions they make seriously impact their own company’s profits.
Let’s say you are the salesperson for a $1 billion revenue company. If you had a $50,000
deal on the line, with the client pressing for a little 1 percent discount – just $500, you
would surely consider that a reasonable, even token, discount. Well worth it to gain the
business. But if every salesperson made that reasonable decision on each of their deals,
the company’s operating profit before taxes would decrease by $10,000,000!
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No doubt about it
– when salespeople
realize how much
impact they
can have – it’s not just
illuminating,
it’s empowering. They
change the
way they work.
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And just as compelling, if your company operates on a 20 percent gross profit margin, that
means you have to find an additional $50 million of revenue to make up that $10 million
lost through pricing! Anybody want to sign up for a higher quota?
But pricing is just one way companies give up margin. Salespeople are shocked to learn
that many of the deal sweeteners they have come to rely on are the very ways they give
away that 1 percent over and over again. They give it away with sweeter payment terms,
more deliverables, lighter conditions, more tech support, a more generous product mix,
and so on.
McKinsey research exposed the discounting danger. They studied the impact of pricing
in the S&P 1,500 and determined that on average a 1 percent pricing discount reduces
operating profit by 8 percent. If that discount reaches 5 percent, it takes an additional 18.7
percent sales volume to compensate for it. Conversely, a 1 percent price increase, all else
remaining the same, increases operating profit by 8 percent to 10 percent.
No doubt about it. When salespeople realize how much impact they can have, it’s not
just illuminating, it’s empowering. They change the way they work. Case in point: We
work with one client who does $2 billion in revenue and who had seen their margins fall
by 2 percent due to pricing. That’s a $40 million drop in pure operating profit. Once the
salespeople realized how their giveaways contributed to that pain, they came up with
multiple ways they could get back that 2 percent. Their solutions included: holding the
line on unearned discounts, showing the value of tech support so that they could charge
for it, negotiating better payment terms, and capturing charges for change orders. Twelve
months later, operating profit was up by more than $50 million directly from those sales
initiatives.
Abbott Laboratories is another great example. It is not easy for a $22 billion company to
change direction, but it becomes possible when you get top salespeople committed to the
effort. Not just committed, but fully aware of how their day-to-day decisions affect the
company’s profits and how to make better decisions accordingly. After they went through
our Healthcare Business Simulation, they developed new action plans aligned to the
company goals, and a new sales culture is being instilled throughout the sales operation.
Grainger, an industrial supply company, realized that to win more business in a highly
competitive and fragmented marketplace, they needed to find a compelling financial
reason for customers to switch from competitors to Grainger. We helped them implement
a value proposition based on the profit improvement that could be gained if a customer
consolidated their total industrial supply spend with Grainger. The customer could avoid
unnecessary process costs of multiple vendors, they would get lower procurement costs,
and they could reduce their on-hand inventory. Once we gave Grainger’s salespeople
the financial understanding, they were able to articulate this powerful financial case for
switching to Grainger.
Today’s economic environment – is it hospitable to this kind of transformation?
It has never been more so. There are two powerful but separate trends that need to be
integrated so companies can take advantage of them.
One trend is the growing influence of finance on strategic decisions – the rapid rise of the
finance professional within the organizational hierarchy. Financial expertise has become a
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When salespeople can

much sought-after skill in corporate boardrooms, and more CEO searches are being filled
from the CFO position.

build their confidence
and learn to have true
business discussions,
they discover the key
to unlocking the
customer account.

The other is the “sales to the fore” trend – the massive two-decade investment in the
profession of sales. Not just sales-related technology like databases, CRM, contact
management, and segmentation technologies, but sophisticated sales training and
incentive schemes – all supplemented by the individual company’s training on how to sell
their own products.
What’s interesting is how both trends rose, but somehow failed to intersect. Salespeople
have not become wise at finance, and finance people have not translated their knowledge
into usable sales information; proceeding in parallel paths, they somehow arrived at crosspurposes. All of this investment did not lead inexorably to profitable growth.
Here’s the point: If you can combine the power of those two trends via sales financial
literacy, as I’ve expressed, it’s transformational.
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So is it primarily a matter of education at the sales level?
At its simplest, yes, it’s education. But we’re not the first to note that a lot of training gets
left at the classroom door. What I am really talking about is a cultural transformation, one
of the most powerful changes an executive could hope to lead. It’s not one change, but
rather a trail of strategically placed dominos resulting in a series of breakthroughs.
Here’s what I say to my client’s executive leadership team: “Each domino represents
knowledge so fundamental to your own ability to succeed in your job. How could it be
irrelevant to the people who are supposed to bring in profitable growth for you?”
A domino reaction. That does sound self-reinforcing, as a culture change should be.
What is the first domino that sets off this chain reaction?
The first domino is having a business conversation with the customer. When salespeople
can build their confidence and learn to have true business discussions, they discover the
key to unlocking the customer account. Customers will begin to reveal how their business
is changing and how they are responding with new initiatives to improve their business.
Think about that. Would you rather have to ask your customers, “What are your problems?
What are your needs?” Or have them tell you, “This is how we are changing. This is the
view of the company from the CEO’s perspective.” After all, the CEO’s view becomes the
marching orders for every level of the organization.
And here is why it is so important that salespeople share that view: Money flows to change
initiatives! If you know how a company is changing, you know how they are “investing.”
If salespeople want to get funded, they must link their solutions to these change initiatives.
Follow the money!
Jeff Immelt, CEO of GE, vows, “We will understand our customers’ businesses better than
anyone.” I know from experience you can’t do that just by learning finance; rather, you
must learn finance from the customer’s business.
When GE Energy wanted to increase the value their sales team delivered to their electric
6

Powered by

Aarthun
Performance
Group, Ltd.

©2007-2013 Aarthun Performance Group

www.theprofitspecialist.com

When Salespeople Think Like the CEO
The Domino Effect of Sales Financial Literacy

We led GE Jet Engines
through our Airline
Business Simulation,
Coca-Cola, through
our McDonald’s
Franchise Simulation,
Cardinal Health
through our Hospital
Simulation, Bell
Helicopter through
our Government
Purchasing
Simulation, and
Deluxe Financial
Services through our
Banking Financial
Simulation.
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utility customers, we developed and led their salespeople through an Electric Utility
Business Simulation. In the case of GE Jet Engines, we led them through the Airline
Business Simulation. At Coca-Cola, it was the McDonald’s Franchise Simulation. For
Cardinal Health, it was our Hospital Simulation. For Bell Helicopter, it was a Government
Purchasing Simulation. And for Deluxe Financial Services, it was the Banking Financial
Simulation.
In every case, no matter how complex or arcane the business might have seemed at first,
the salespeople were able to go from talking about their products to talking about their
customers’ businesses – financially and otherwise. Yes, even the business of the federal
government!
But salespeople don’t go into sales because they want to learn finance. Isn’t it like
teaching them a new language?
Exactly! Perfect analogy. Finance can seem like a foreign language, but it’s the language
of high-level decision makers. So if you’re serious about calling on them, you’d better be
able to speak the language when you get in front of them. Salespeople who speak only the
language of products and services, in my experience, get to do so only at the lower levels
within their customer’s organization. If they want to get to higher levels, where decisions
are made faster and competition is non-existent, then they must embrace this financial
language.
The good news is that, in our experience, salespeople are eager for information that will
give them an advantage over competition. Within the first few hours of our workshop,
salespeople are understanding and using a new language to describe their customers’
businesses. By the end of the day, they are scouring their customers’ websites and annual
reports, looking for key financial drivers. On day two, they are revising how they state their
own value propositions in light of what they have learned.
It is a magic moment when sales leadership hears a salesperson say, “I get it! I see how I
can improve our revenue and profitability and help this customer improve their profitability
at the same time.”
So salespeople have a good business conversation that elicits essential information.
How does that lead to improving their prospects’ bottom line?
It gives them a better foundation for the next step. It’s not enough to come back with “Here’s
what we could do for you.” They absolutely must quantify the value of their solutions for
that particular customer. “Here’s how much we can improve your bottom line.”
One number is worth a thousand words. Salespeople have to be able to crack that financial
code and articulate, “If you do this with our company, this will contribute X to your financial
performance. And if you do more business with us, then we can even improve your
financial performance to Y.”
But they can never speak that language without a firm foundation in finance and customer
knowledge. And here’s the good news: Your customers are completely open 24 hours
a day to talk about their two favorite topics – their business and how you can help them
improve their profitability.
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Your customers are
completely open
24 hours a day to
talk about their two
favorite topics –
their business and
how you can help
them improve their
profitability.
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All right. Dominos being dominos, we can’t stop with one…
Right. When domino one falls – when salespeople have great business conversations –
then they are welcome at higher levels in the customer’s company. That’s domino two
– getting to tell your story and articulate your value at a higher level.
That is where they can leverage their newfound knowledge of the customer’s business.
Higher is where they make decisions faster. Higher is where they make bigger decisions –
more products, more dollars – in short, more sales productivity.
Everybody always says they want to get to higher levels. What’s different about your
approach?
Let’s be candid. Anybody can get to the higher levels one time. The question is, will you
be invited back? Our experience in dealing with high level executives tells us that if you
cannot show them that you understand their business, you will be told, “Get in the elevator
and drop ten floors below and tell somebody there about your business. But if you want
to talk to me, tell me more about my business and how I can improve my profitability, and
then I will invite you back again and again.”
But can’t everybody do that? Doesn’t it get a little crowded in the corner office?
No! That’s just it. Domino three slams the door on your competitors. When salespeople
are able to call at the highest levels, our experience shows that they decrease competition
by as much as 75 percent. In addition, calling higher up automatically eliminates one of
the biggest reasons for discounting your price – the pressure from competitors.
Competition operates on the belief that the safe and practical path is to sell products at
lower levels, counting on them to take their message up the chain. From our experience,
you need to be able to sell to all levels in an organization, not just at the lower levels where
it is extremely crowded.
When you get in high, you’ve tipped the playing field in your favor. You sell improved
customer profitability to high level decision makers; competitors sell price to low level
contacts. You are seen as a strategic partner; competitors are seen as vendors. You help
write the RFP; competitors fight to be included in the RFP.
It sounds like there is another domino then, about keeping the business?
You’ve got it. When it comes time to renew a contract, who has the advantage? Someone
who has been having high-level conversations and has positively impacted the customer’s
profitability in the past, or a competitor who is coming in with a lower price? Domino four
is all about retaining the accounts you already have.
One thing you can be certain of: In the next few months a competitor is going to show up
at your best account, trying to steal your business with a lower price. With your current
customers, you still have time to improve your position as a strategic partner. But to be
viewed as a partner, you must be able to articulate how and how much you have improved
their profitability in the past AND how you will keep improving their profitability in the
future. If your customer views your salesperson as a profit improvement strategist, then
your competition does not stand a chance.
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In the next few months
a competitor is going
to show up at your
best account, trying
to steal your business
with a lower price.
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What would be your advice to an organization that is just realizing their sales force is
not financially literate?
I’d ask this: What would help you hit your profitable growth targets? Most companies
answer this question with some version of the following points, “If we could just sell more
products and services into each relationship... If we could get in there at a higher level...
If we won more of those competitive situations that we lose... If we could get margins up
by one percent... If we could protect our current customers. Our salespeople have great
relationships with our customers, however…”
I would cue in on their great relationships and tell them, “Great, let’s focus on your
customer relationships, but not in the way they are currently being used. Let’s learn how
the customer’s business is changing, and why it is changing.”
Better sales financial skills are the key to growing business profitably. The information
is all there, and your salespeople will get on board fast when they see how it makes the
dominos fall.

~ Jeff Aarthun is CEO of Aarthun Performance Group, Ltd., which he co-founded
20 years ago. He teaches financial literacy skills to the top sales forces in corporate
America – IBM, Coca-Cola, 7 divisions of GE, and 150 other Fortune 500 companies. His
clients’ salespeople learn how to understand their customers’ businesses from a financial
perspective and how to use that knowledge to expand the business. He has created
financial simulations for more than 40 different industry segments such has healthcare,
finance, manufacturing, technology, engineering, oil and gas, utilities, construction,
transportation, education, federal, state, and local governments. He can be contacted at
jeff@aarthun.com or 281-580-5705. www.aarthun.com or www.theprofitspecialist.com
~ Ann Cain is founder of Ann Cain Communications, www.anncain.com. Her work
has appeared in leading general business, financial services, and sales and marketing
publications in many countries.
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