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we all

SELL
“What? Don’t be silly. I’m not a salesperson.
I’m a teacher... accountant... mother.”
Sales may not be your chosen occupation
but, make no mistake, we all sell, all the time.
Consider the following situations:
• A doctor describing her recommendation
for treatment options,
• Sharing your ideas about the best place to
vacation with your family,
• A 16-year-old explaining that letting him
have the car on a Saturday night will allow
you a more relaxing evening.

SELLING SITUATIONS, ALL.
I, like many of you, used to have a negative
reaction to the mere mention of “selling.”
Why does selling get such a bad rap? Terms
like being sold down the river, selling out,
being sold short, and what a sales job, conjure
up images of the scam artist and certainly
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why you sell – even if you aren’t a salesperson!
BY VALERIE ATKIN
do nothing to endear us to the profession of
selling.
But a profession it is and, like any other,
there are processes and skills one could benefit from learning that are used by those who
sell well with authenticity and integrity.

MY FIRST 'NON-SALES' SALES JOB
My very first job was essentially a sales position even though I didn’t think so at the time.
A degree in psychology doesn’t exactly lay
out a clear career path. Fortunately, a favorite
professor of mine was able to get me a lead at
Dupont, and I got a call asking if I wanted a
job in Delaware. Having lived my whole life in
Michigan, Delaware sounded, if not exotic, at
least interesting.
Off I went with my army green Ford
Maverick packed to the gills with all my
earthly belongings. I joined the Information
Services Department as the only non-technical person.
This was the mid-seventies and information
services was in its infancy. A computer filled a

room. (If you’ve seen the film Hidden Figures,
you’ll have some idea of what I’m talking
about!) I was to help the programmers work
with teams to begin to computerize portions
of their jobs.
So how do you influence someone to completely change the way they do their job? I
thought it was psychology, but it was really
sales.

THE TURNING POINT
After five years in the corporate world and
before I started my consulting practice, I
worked for a small consulting firm.
The president of the firm was convinced I
would be a great salesperson and set out to
prove it. We would often go on calls together,
he the “salesperson” and me the content
expert.
On two occasions, he turned the call over
to me saying, “Valerie is going to explain our
approach and how it will help you accomplish
your objectives.”
The first time, I was stunned and tap danced
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my way through it. Afterward, he gave me some feedback and suggestions.
A week later, he did it again. It dawned on me that he was trying to show
me that I could sell. While some might have been flattered, I was annoyed.
“I’ve explained that I’m perfectly happy in my role,” I told him. “I like
being a promise fulfiller rather than a promise maker. Please don’t do that
again.”
Fortunately for me, he was more tenacious than I was. He said, “It may
take some kicking and screaming but you’ll give it try someday.”
I threatened, “If you do it again, I’m going to politely excuse myself to go
to the ladies’ room and not come back!”
But, then I started looking at who was successful and who was not. Many
of my consulting friends with the best ideas were floundering because they
didn’t know how to take their offer to the world. I decided adding new skills
might not be such a bad idea.

IT CAME NATURALLY
Hat in hand, I asked the president for a shot at it. I discovered I had a
natural inclination to ask questions, listen deeply, try to understand client’s
needs, and strive to fulfill them. It was the perfect recipe.
I quickly decided that sales was either the easiest job in the world or what
I was meant to do. Year one I finished in the middle of the pack, year two
I was third out of 30 salespeople, and year three, while taking two months
off to have my third child, I finished first.
I discovered that people’s poor impression of salespeople pushing products actually helped me. Because when I thought our programs weren’t a
good fit, I would tell them the truth and recommend other suppliers. Over
time, that won me referrals and repeat business that I wouldn’t have anticipated. It was “what goes around, comes around” at its best.

BEST OF BOTH WORLDS
I now proudly tell people I’m as much a salesperson as I am a consultant.
I’ve had my own practice since 1991. I even suggested to each of my kids
that they needed to have at least one sales job growing up. Theirs ranged
from Dairy Queen server to real estate assistant.
They’ve all since launched, and the sales skills they learned are a big part
of their, very diverse, success.
My eldest started in social media and marketing and is now a senior sales
leader at Facebook. It seems that she’s the only one who pursued sales as a
profession but her siblings are equally utilizing the skills.
Her younger sister is a PhD research psychologist. She works with combat veterans with PTSD and is selling her ideas in every grant proposal she
writes.
My youngest is VP of Product Management for a software firm. He is
consistently selling new product ideas and enhancements.
Their application is very different but they learned and appreciated the
ability to do all that sales entails and you can too.

RECONSIDER WHAT SALES MEANS
Quiet the voice that shouts “I’m not a salesperson.” Look at these areas of
life and ask yourself the questions that follow:

• Offering creative ideas and human connection
Do you have opinions? What special gifts/talents do you offer your
colleagues and family?
		
• Addressing concerns
When was the last time you brainstormed a problem with a friend or
a colleague? How did you help them overcome barriers?
• Asking for the order
This is the step where many say “I can’t,” but if you don’t ask, they can’t
say yes.” And bonus: When you do the above well, you often don’t even
have to actually ask. My clients often beat me to the punch by asking,
“When can we start?”
Most importantly, practicing these skills is the gateway to the best part
of selling...
• Deepening the relationship
I have made amazing connections as my clients have become my
friends as well. Those relationships have made my work as a
consultant, coach and peer forum facilitator amazingly rewarding, both
emotionally and financially. I now know that my ability to sell is what
has made it possible.
Selling is helping someone discover something of value.
Yes, we all sell, all the time. Honing and OWNING these skills will better equip you to offer your talents to the world and may even counter your
16-year-old on a Saturday night. It’s been a great ride for me!
Valerie is a consultant, coach, and peer forum facilitator who founded Wells Street Consulting almost 30 years ago. Visit her website at
www.WellsStreet.com to learn more about her coaching and about the
Women’s Peer Forum she’s launching in Traverse City in May.
She’s the on the Board of Impact 100 Traverse City and is on the fundraising
team for the Enneagram Prison Project. She has three children whom she would
want as friends if they weren’t related (and not just because they’ve made
her a grandmother). She has a great sense of humor about everything except
Michigan football. She can be reached at Valerie@wellsstreet.com.
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• Visioning
Do I envision possibility? Do I daydream? Imagine a better future?
• Making contacts
Who do you know? Who do they know? Who have you met recently?
• Discovering needs
When was the last time you saw someone’s need—maybe even before
they did? Women’s intuition isn’t a fabrication. Neurologically, we are
better at taking another's perspective.
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Meet Valerie

Valerie will be the keynote speaker at GTWoman’s
April 10th “Say Yes! How to Sell with Heart and
Integrity” luncheon at The Hagerty Center.
Visit www.grandtraversewoman.com
for more information and to join us.
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