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introduction

Valerie Bonebrake has been a senior sales and management executive in global logistics 

at Ryder, Yellow Corp, Meridian IQ (where she opened up the China market), and most 

recently at Tompkins Associates. The global logistics environment requires that her team 

provide a detailed solution and pricing in order to win the business. Valerie explains how 

she manages the relationship to offer a compelling solution without being the victim of 

“free consulting.”

1. How does Valerie approach her team’s proposal?

2. What risks is she trying to avoid?

3. What strategies has she used to mitigate her company’s risks?

4. How does she handle a face-to-face sale and an RFP/RFQ sales process?

5. What recommendations does Valerie have for you?

If you and your team ever struggle to win a large, complex deal without giving away the 

store along the way, you will want to read about Valerie’s experiences.
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Dr. Barbara Weaver Smith
Founder and CEO, The Whale Hunters,
Trusted business advisor, author, speaker, and nationally-
known expert on the collaborative complex sale.

To learn more, please visit thewhalehunters.com
Follow me on Twitter: www.twitter.com/bweaversmith
Link to me on Linkedin:  
http://www.linkedin.com/in/barbaraweaversmith

Valerie Bonebrake 
SVP of Global Supply Chain Services 
Tompkins Associates

Tompkins Associates: www.tompkinsinc.com
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interview

Barbara Weaver Smith: Welcome everyone. I am so glad that you were able to join us for 

the Whale Hunters Expert Series call. Today we’re talking about how to control your sales 

process during a complex whale-sale with my guest Valerie Bonebrake. She is the Senior 

Vice President of Global Supply Chain Services at Tompkins Associates in Raleigh, North 

Carolina. Welcome, Valerie, and welcome to everyone on the call!

Valerie Bonebrake: Hi Barbara. Thanks so much for having me.

Barbara: Valerie is going to go through with us some of the things that she has learned 

over the years related to managing a complex sales process, especially about how she 

manages the relationship of offering a compelling solution without being the victim of 

free consulting.

This should be a great conversation, Valerie. Thank you so much for your time.

Valerie: It’s my pleasure.

Barbara: Valerie, would you tell us a little bit about your career background?

Valerie: Sure. I would be happy too. Like you said Barbara, I have had a long career in 

selling, and in some cases I have been the lead salesperson as an individual contributor. 

In some instances I have been leading a complex business development team, and in 

other cases I have been the executive leading the organization, including the sales part of 

the company. One common theme that I see across my career is that I have always been 

involved in the growth-oriented end of the business, so I definitely consider myself to be a 

whale hunter.
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Barbara: Great. Tell us a little bit about your experiences with Meridian IQ.

Valerie: Well, Meridian IQ was a subsidiary of Yellow Corporation, which then became 

Yellow Roadway, and now YRC worldwide. Meridian IQ was a startup logistics company, a 

wholly-owned subsidiary, and was fairly challenging, because the corporation had previously 

not fared well when trying to launch new businesses in the very same space. The 

competition was, in many cases, large well-established companies with well-known names. 

So, we determined that we really needed to have contract business at the foundation of 

the company, and we went about determining what our unique value proposition was going 

to be. It was really based on serving unmet needs with some unique technology that we 

were able to acquire and then further develop.

Initially to get some scale in the business, we very purposely went after some large 

whales, not a dozen, probably two. We were successful through the process of setting a 

foundation and winning a couple of whales over the first few years. It provided the scale 

that is really needed in transportation, because when you are buying transportation, scale 

is very important.

Barbara: Well, Valerie, your experience in 

terms of having to offer a unique solution, 

a void that maybe the big players weren’t 

providing, is something that a lot of whale 

hunters experience. That seems to be the 

key, or one of the keys, to getting a large 

corporation to pay attention to somebody 

who is not a major brand name. It sounds 

like that was the case for Meridian IQ at 

the time.

 You have a value  

that is unique, and you are 

able to prove to the whale 

that you can deliver on it 

and that you’ve also done 

your homework about  

that whale. 
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Valerie: Barbara, I do think it had a lot to do 

with it. That combined with the fact that we 

were able to demonstrate confidence in the 

area, made us successful. You have a value 

that is unique, and you are able to prove to 

the whale that you can deliver on it and that 

you’ve also done your homework about that 

whale. A whale can be a variety of sizes, 

depending on your company and where you 

are, so my definition of a whale certainly 

varies with what I am working on. A whale 

can be a $5,000 a month opportunity; it can 

be a $50,000 a month opportunity. So, I think first you have to define what a whale means 

to you, and then understand the whale by using the filter criteria.

I will give you an example. A company that I have worked with recently was an organic 

startup, and it’s very difficult to completely do an organic startup in logistics. However, they 

determined that their unique niche was going to be offering services at origin in China for 

retailers specifically, and particularly to help with some of the products that were more 

difficult to take through their traditional distribution center operations.

The first deal that they participated in turned out to be a pretty significant whale for 

them, even though all of their competition were big, very well-known players. They had a 

relationship that enabled them to get to the table and the filter criteria matched very well in 

terms of what they were capable of and what they desired to do within their new company.

So, those things all worked, but what really helped them win that deal was that they didn’t 

try to go head-to-head against those big companies. If they tried to match against those 

 They had a  

relationship that enabled 

them to get to the table and 

the filter criteria matched 

very well in terms of what they 

were capable of and what they 

desired to do within their  

new company. 
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big companies, they wouldn’t have won. 

Instead they leveraged the fact that, “We 

are small. We are new. However, we are very 

experienced, and because we are small and 

new we are hungry for your business. We can 

prove our capabilities to do the business, 

and we are nimble and much more agile, and 

you will be the whale in our company.”

Those attributes resonated well with this 

particular buyer. Another small company, 

Barbara, may have thought, “This is too 

risky. We’re not going to go that way.” They really understood how to position their 

company to win.

Barbara: That’s great, and you bring up a great point. One of the things you learn how to do 

and create a discipline around in whale hunting is creating what we call a target filter, and 

you mentioned that.

Valerie: Yes.

Barbara: From my perspective, the target filter really helps not only in identifying good fits 

for you in opportunities where your unique skills can be sold into that organization, but it 

also helps you recognize opportunities that aren’t a good fit, so that you don’t waste your 

time chasing anything down. Can you talk to us about opportunities that you have walked 

away from once you got into the target filter when you realized it wasn’t going to work for 

your business?

 They really  

understood how  

to position  

their company  

to win. 
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Valerie: Sure. I’ll be happy too. Let me just make a couple of comments about the filter. 

I didn’t necessarily always know what to call things, and let’s face it; there are lots of 

different names and labels for attributes of selling and sales. But the terminology and the 

process of whale hunting just really fit with me, so I liked the concept of the target filter. 

Using Meridian IQ as an example, when we launched the company and determined that 

we needed contract rather than transactional business, we initially went down a path of 

thinking that we needed to start on certain vertical markets. As we did our research, we 

really learned that the attributes of need that we felt we were going to be able to fulfill 

crossed verticals, and it was more important to focus on those attributes.

For example, we knew that the best size company for our service was a medium-size 

company. We knew that it was a company that didn’t have a lot of internal technology 

resources or budget for logistic tools.

We knew that they typically were a decentralized operation. First, it was a centralized 

operation. And so, when we applied those filters, we said, “Well, it doesn’t really matter 

what vertical, as long as they fit these target criteria.”

Another measure involved companies that were either making acquisitions or divesting 

themselves from parts of their business. This criterion can definitely help you go after the 

right whales and avoid the wrong ones.

Establishing criteria is a great activity for your team to work on together, and that team 

can be comprised of employees and your outside team members. I’ve used outside team 

members in terms of technology companies, business process support, and various 

people that can contribute a point of view that are interested in your business and want to 

help you grow it, to help you really talk through what those criteria should be.
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One criterion that I’ve learned the hard way is going after companies in the transportation 

industry, specifically ones that use an online or reverse auction process to select 

providers. They initially sound like a good whale in terms of what they say, their RFQs and 

their search for a long term partnership, and some of those kinds of things that would 

have been important in that part of my business. But when you really did more homework 

on it, it was strictly a price-play. Those online auctions can take up a lot of resources, and 

in my case, even though my parent company was a large company, I was still in a startup 

organization. It didn’t have an unlimited budget or resources to go after the wrong deal.

That’s just one example. I’m sure that people on this call would have others. It’s expensive 

to go after the wrong deals, not only in terms of time, but also just the actual out-of-pocket 

expense to do so. It is very important to know your criteria and dig a little deeper once you 

suspect that the whale fits that criteria.

When there’s a real opportunity, look at who the competition is in particular situations. 

Do the capabilities really match, or are you just trying to talk yourself into thinking 

that they do?

Ask yourself, “Can I really win?” And then the 

one I always like to ask is, “Can I really make 

money at this?” Sometimes, I found that 

the whale is the right whale, but the specific 

opportunity is not. In that case, it’s equally 

important to let that whale know why you’re 

not going to proceed.

If you think there are going to be other 

opportunities in the future, you want to 

 It’s expensive  

to go after the wrong 

deals… 



10

info@thewhalehunters.com
www.thewhalehunters.com

© 2010–2013 The Whale Hunters

The Whale hunTers experT series reporTs

No More Free CoNsultiNg: hoW To Manage a CoMplex saleinterview with Valerie Bonebrake

maintain that relationship so that you can 

stay in the game. I’ve generally found that 

a company will respect you for doing that. 

If they get mad, they were probably just 

benchmarking anyway and they didn’t have 

any intentions of really changing.

Barbara: Valerie, this is such a valuable 

conversation. So many people think that they 

have to go after opportunities that come 

their way or opportunities that at first look 

like the perfect fit. But I think the discipline 

of creating a target filter, managing it and preventing yourself from moving into a deal that 

you know doesn’t fit is very crucial. If you stick to your target filter and as you proceed 

in the negotiations start to recognize that the target filter doesn’t fit anymore, having 

the discipline to walk away is going to save you time, money, and opportunity cost—the 

opportunities that you’re missing while you’re chasing down things that aren’t going to work 

for you. That’s really key.

Valerie: That’s a great point, and you’re probably one of the best examples of that. And you 

said it really well, the target filter, of course you may not have used it yet, looks at your A 

opportunities but it also looks at your C opportunities. And by staying focused on those A 

opportunities, especially when resources are limited, like you said, is the way you’re going 

to maximize your results.

Barbara: Right. And for those folks on the call that have not seen the target filter or used 

it, that tool is available on thewhalehunters.com and I encourage you to take a look at it 

and take your leadership teams through the process of defining who your ideal customer 

 Can I really win?”… 

“Can I really make money 

at this? 
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is. It may be a customer you already have on your roster. So, you can easily go through and 

say, “These are the things that I absolutely love about this customer, and this is why they 

are so good for our business.” But it may not be. You may not yet have the ideal customer 

on your roster. And it’s an exercise that’s really ideal for a team study, so that you all come 

away in agreement with what customers you’re going to go after next.

Valerie, tell me a little bit about the fact that you’ve been in a small company going after 

huge companies. And what were some of the biggest challenges that you’ve faced in that 

debt sales process? I think we can all learn from that.

Valerie:  If I look back over the last 20 years, I have the stories that I wish I didn’t have 

to learn the hard way. So, maybe I’ll start with one of those, because it’s also a theme 

that really resonates with whale hunting. When I was at Ryder, I was also part of the new 

service area of the company selling supply chain solutions, and specifically, distribution 

operations. I had an opportunity with Nike, and I was competing against a small group of 

companies that were leaders in that industry.

By this time, Ryder was fairly well established 

and had several nice show me operations. 

And again, a show me operation in this case 

happened to be a large distribution center. 

But a show me operation can be whatever it 

is that you can showcase that your company 

does really well.

So, there were two things that went wrong 

in this process. The teams were invited 

to come and make a presentation at the 

 And we actually 

learned through our coach 

that we went into the 

presentation in first place, 

but we came out of it in 

second. 
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Nike headquarters. Our team was made 

up of various subject matter experts in 

technology, in operations, in quality, industrial 

engineering, all of the things that we needed 

to be able to develop a comprehensive 

proposal to respond to Nike’s RFQ.

I don’t know if you have seen the commercial 

on TV right now, I think it is FedEx, where 

they’re talking about the graphic designer. 

And then they actually bring the graphic 

designer to the table, and he starts out and 

he stands up and he’s not a presenter at all. He’s a great behind-the-scenes guy.

Well, in my case, I was the leader of this team. One of the people who had done so much 

hard work in the design, I decided, well, he did all that hard work on the design so he 

should be able to present that. And it just didn’t go well at all. And we actually learned 

through our coach that we went into the presentation in first place, but we came out of it 

in second.

As a leader I learned that the hard call that you have to make is to use the skills of all the 

team members in the right way. Don’t try to make someone into something they’re not. You 

leverage the best skills in the best ways. 

On that very same opportunity, the next piece was a site visit and, in the whale hunter 

terminology, the big show, where Nike was then coming to a facility that we operated. Part 

of our agenda was a quality review, and I got an email saying, “You had words spelled 

wrong and your quality manager had words spelled wrong.”

 As a leader I learned that  

the hard call that you have to make 

is to use the skills of all the team 

members in the right way. Don’t try 

to make someone into something 

they’re not. You leverage the best 

skills in the best ways. 
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Barbara: Oh, no.

Valerie: So, in preparing for the big show, you really have to do it right. The positive side 

was I learned a hard lesson because I did not win that deal. The company that won it went 

on to develop the opportunity into a multimillion dollar, multi-project account. So, preparing 

the big show is really important. Let’s say a prospective whale wants to come and visit 

your operation. There’s nothing more powerful than letting them talk to the people who are 

actually going to do the work.

So, to really prepare them, I had made it a point afterwards that if I was going to be doing 

a site visit, I was there the day before. I had a document so that everyone involved would 

understand the opportunity, the competition, what solution we were providing, who the 

visitors were going to be, what their role was, and what we needed them to do.

Barbara: That’s perfect, Valerie.

Valerie: Yes. Instead of just a supervisor talking, they were really well prepared. People 

want to contribute if you give them a chance 

to. So, it turned out to be a fun process 

once I learned how to do it. I wish I’d had 

the whale hunters back then to help me 

learn faster.

Barbara: It’s so amazing. I know there 

are folks on this call that have had it 

happen; when you’re out and you’ve got an 

opportunity that’s perfect for you. But then, 

someone on your team participates and they 

 Let’s say a  

prospective whale wants to 

come and visit your operation. 

There’s nothing more powerful 

than letting them talk to the 

people who are actually going 

to do the work. 
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don’t represent your organization the way 

that you want them to. That’s a big lesson 

another client of our learned. You not only 

identify who all the subject matter experts 

should be at the table, but also take them 

through pretty intensive rehearsal drills 

to make sure that everybody knows their 

material and what role they’re playing so that 

you don’t disappoint the prospect. You want 

to “wow” them.

And, that preparation process takes a lot of time.

Valerie: It really does.

Barbara: And people need to commit that time. If you’re going to commit the time to go 

after the business, then you need to commit the time to prepare properly for the pitch. 

Great stuff, Valerie. Tell me a little bit about managing a team when you’re trying to put 

a whole presentation package together. How do you rally the troops initially to get them 

engaged in the deal and after you’re into it and the process starts to lag? How do you 

keep the team motivated and excited and focused on that end goal, which is winning 

that whale?

Valerie:  That’s a great question, and I think it depends. I go back to how well I know 

the whale and their buying process. If you know going into it that it’s going to be a long 

process—it might be a process in which you know that six months from now they’re going 

to do an RFQ. And because of their company structure, or maybe it’s a government entity, 

whatever it might be, they only award business through an RFQ process. In that case, you 

 I wish I’d had  

the whale hunters back 

then to help me learn  

faster. 
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need to deploy the team early and have the research done, be well prepared and then 

find reasons to stay involved with that target whale over time. That might include the 

development of informal relationships. If you can match up people, maybe you find out 

somebody’s kids play on the same ball team with someone else’s.

Be helpful. There might be some interesting articles that you can send along the way. And 

then, recognize those wins along the way, like, “Hey, I met this person who’s going to be 

involved in this decision process and they told me exactly when it’s going to occur.” And, 

the next one might be, “Hey, we sent in our initial response today, and I have a friend who 

was there and they said, ‘Wow, you did a really good job on that.’”

So, the win isn’t just the final win when the contract is signed. To keep people motivated, 

you’ve got to recognize all the wins along the way and set those incremental wins to keep 

the energy level up. If something is stalled, the other side of that is you’ve really got to ask 

yourself the hard question: am I ever going to close this deal?

I’ve seen situations where something stays on a pipeline report for two years. So the 

person says, “Oh, no. It’s going to close 

any time, any time.” Well again, it’s just, be 

real about it. And maybe you need to keep 

it warm. Maybe you need to heat up and 

really go, go, go. You have to adjust to the 

buying process. It can’t always be about the 

selling process.

Barbara: That’s a great point. Valerie, how do 

you decide to either walk away or throw your 

final volley? Because sometimes they string 

 To keep people 

motivated, you’ve got to 

recognize all the wins 

along the way and set 

those incremental wins to 

keep the energy  

level up. 
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you along and string you along, and you’re so 

distracted with this business that’s not going 

to close that you’re missing opportunities to 

go after that new business. What criteria do 

you use to say, “This isn’t going anywhere. 

I’m going to throw in the towel. My energy is 

better spent elsewhere?”

Valerie: Sure. Again, I think there’s more 

than one strategy. The important decision 

is knowing what strategy to apply here. 

And it goes back to, “Have you done your 

homework? Do you know enough about this company?” If all the things about the company 

tell you gosh that you should be able to win, you may need to look at who you’re interfacing 

with and say, “You know what, I’m not going to get anywhere with this person. So, I have 

nothing to lose by trying to develop other relationships.”

I had a situation where that occurred one time. I would call it the good guy, bad guy 

strategy. My position here is that you always want the primary relationship owner to have 

a very good relationship with the whale. If you have to have a bad guy, let it be somebody 

else that they’re not going to see.

So there was an RFQ opportunity. It was very rigid in terms of not being allowed to talk to 

anyone else but having to be on site and having to do all these things to prepare. It was 

almost like giving away free engineering work. And I think we talked about how to avoid 

giving free consulting here.

 You have to  

adjust to the buying 

process. It can’t always  

be about the selling  

process. 
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At this time we didn’t have a relationship with any executives, but the salesperson had 

a very good relationship with the procurement person. So we wanted to preserve that 

relationship, but we felt that we couldn’t win because we knew the procurement person 

was not going to be the ultimate decision maker and couldn’t sign a contract.

So we utilized the sales person by saying, “As you know, we’ve talked about how we’re a 

great fit for your business. That’s why you’ve qualified us here. But I need you to help me 

out.” We really let the salesperson appeal to the good nature of the procurement person 

because they had developed a relationship. Essentially, we said, “I need you to help me 

out. I need to have a meeting with your senior leader and our senior leader or I’m not going 

to get any resources against this project.”

That was very risky. He could have said no. He could have been offended. But again, we 

had weighed it out and said we didn’t have anything to lose here. So, we actually got to, in 

Whale Hunter terminology, the polar bear, the person who could say “yes.”

And I met with that person. In this case, I had to be the bad guy, because he commented, 

“I hear you wanted to see the whites of my 

eyes before you would even proceed on 

this project.”

And I said, “Well, it was evident to us 

how much time and money you spent in 

preparation for it. We just wanted you to 

know that we apply that same amount of 

time and effort to win and we don’t go after 

100 deals. So yes, we wanted to meet you.”

 We all remained  

convinced we wouldn’t have won it 

if we hadn’t been able to establish 

that relationship with the senior 

leader, because when he got involved, 

he made site visits and he stayed 

connected with our  

president. 
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I kind of remained the bad guy throughout that deal, but I was able to leverage my senior 

leader in a personal relationship with that polar bear. In fact, the company did win that 

deal. We all remained convinced we wouldn’t have won it if we hadn’t been able to 

establish that relationship with the senior leader, because when he got involved, he made 

site visits and he stayed connected with our president.

Barbara: You know, Valerie, you raised such an interesting point and I think what we see 

happen sometimes is people get scared to ask for what they want. What I have to remind 

our client’s sales teams are, don’t be afraid to ask for what you want. What’s the risk of 

not asking? What’s the risk of asking? Let’s figure out what that risk is. What I find is when 

you get assertive with a prospect, if they’re really serious about you, they don’t mind you 

asking for more. In fact, a lot of times when you bring in the bad guy and say, “Hey, we’ve 

got boundaries too,” they respect you more. It seems like in those instances, salespeople 

tend to want to shy away from being assertive. The fact is, when they’re assertive, it 

typically turns out in our client’s favor, and it sounds like that is the case with you as well.

Valerie: Yes, I think it goes back to that culture piece. Have you established the 

relationship? Does the whale trust you? And part of trust is being straightforward. I recall 

another little anecdotal story about early on in my sales career. I was a local salesperson 

in a national company, and one of the very popular national sales people was terminated. I 

was shocked by that. I just couldn’t understand it. When I later had the opportunity one-on-

one to ask our regional vice president, “Why did you fire this person?” he said, “Because 

his customers never knew where the bottom was. Whatever they asked for, he gave them, 

and he didn’t ask them for anything back.”

So if they said, “I need a 10% price reduction,” and he gave them a 10% price reduction 

without saying, “Well, I can do that if you do this, this, and this,” they were worried they 

left money on the table. Maybe they should have asked for 15%. So you are exactly 
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right, Barbara. You have to establish those 

boundaries and credibility. And it’s important 

to know what’s your “walk away point.”

Barbara:  Tell me a little bit about the 

difference between responding to an RFP 

or an RFQ and having the opportunity from 

the very beginning to set the face-to-face 

meeting. What are the things that are good 

about those two approaches, and what 

are some of the drawbacks? How do we 

overcome some of the hurdles of being in 

a process where you never get to talk to anyone? You are just managing a response to a 

document and you don’t have a relationship on the other side, but it is an opportunity you 

want to pursue.

Valerie:  In my current role at Tompkins Associates, I find myself in both of those 

scenarios. Tompkins is a consulting firm with about 100 employees, and our clients are 

typically much larger than we are. The needs that we serve are very specific and unique. 

I was quite surprised when I joined the ranks of consulting to find how many RFQs are 

just part of this business as well. I was quite frankly hoping to get away from that a little 

bit. But even for consulting services, I have now learned that the RFQ process, if it’s a big 

company in particular, require it. But equally, we have a lot of inquiries that come into our 

company because we do an excellent job of marketing ourselves.

About 50% of our opportunities are inbound through the web. Sometimes these 

opportunities are RFQs and a company is qualifying us as part of their research. But other 

 You have  

to establish those 

boundaries and  

credibility. 
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times, they’re thinking about doing something, and we have the opportunity to shape the 

scope, the expectations, and the positioning.

The important thing is, an RFQ has deadlines. It has timelines, and it’s easy to not 

adhere to deadlines if there are no RFQs. For me, that’s not a good thing. I want to be as 

passionate, as focused, and as knitted to timelines on a non-RFQ deal as I am on an RFQ. 

I’ve actually seen scenarios in my past where the RFQ deals got more focus than what 

were probably better opportunities, just because everything was spelled out.

Barbara: That is so typical with the outline that you are given and the time that you are 

given to respond, you do a great job in really polishing your work and meeting those 

deadlines. And when you are not held to that, I find in our organization, we tend to spend 

less time in the preparation. Therefore, the quality of that face-to-face meeting isn’t the 

same quality as the person that leads the RFQ. They are getting much better quality 

document back from us, much more preparation and time committed.

Valerie: Well, I think the sweet spot is asking yourself if you can do both. Can you really, 

even if it’s an RFQ process? Can you, 

particularly in advance of the RFQ ever 

coming out? And again, if it’s a target whale 

and you’ve been working the process and 

doing your research, you have found reasons 

to stay in touch with that person and 

hopefully get a face-to-face meeting. Let’s 

face it. People are very busy and it’s more 

difficult to get face-to-face meetings than it 

used to be. I would still take a face-to-face 

meeting, particularly early in the process, 

 I’ve actually  

seen scenarios in my past 

where the RFQ deals got more 

focus than what were probably 

better opportunities, just 

because everything was  

spelled out. 
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over no meetings. But the good news now is with conference calling and with web-enabled 

tools, there are many ways to develop relationships that are long distance.

Today, business is global. I’ve done a lot of global work in the past. I do some now. I’m 

talking with people either on live chat, via email, or on a Skype call. I’m never going to 

meet them in person because they are halfway around the world from me.

Barbara: Valerie, that’s such a great point; using tools that are available to all of us and 

social media has really opened up so many channels for us to get access to people that 

we couldn’t get access to before. And part of that is using your own network to find people 

who know individuals in an organization. In our own firm, we use LinkedIn exclusively to 

now find where we can get a warm lead-in to an opportunity that we are going to pursue. 

Even though they may have reached us calling us or sending an RFP, we still use LinkedIn 

to go and find if there are other people in the organization where we have a relationship so 

we can start to establish a rapport at multiple touch points and establish buzz within their 

organization even before we go in to pitch them.

Part of the whale hunter’s methodology is to identify a raven, someone to go internally and 

really navigate on your behalf, but behind the scenes. They provide you with insights and 

information that you wouldn’t have otherwise. I would encourage all of the folks on this 

call to really leverage LinkedIn as a tool to find those ravens, and also to find somebody 

who has a relationship that will open a door on your behalf. Warm leads are certainly much 

better than cold calls.

In terms of your experiences, Valerie, what tools are you using? Are you actively involved 

with LinkedIn or any other social media communities that serve your target audiences?
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Valerie: Yes, I sure am. I’m a very active LinkedIn user. Like you, even if I’m personally 

connected with someone, emailing them and so forth, I’ll still want to add them to my 

LinkedIn network, because it might help me to understand, hey, who could I get them to 

introduce me to? Someone I was just exchanging emails with yesterday sent me a note, 

saying, “Hey, I just sent you an invitation. I see we have a lot of common acquaintances.” 

So LinkedIn is not just a people connecting tool; it’s also a great research tool. 

I’ve recently started using the Follow Company feature on LinkedIn. You can select a 

company that you want to follow and it can then send you emails. Maybe somebody left, or 

somebody new joined the company—you get an email about it. Speaking of that, ensuring 

that your company’s profile on LinkedIn is as relevant and catching as it can be is another 

free way to advertise what you do.

So you can have your company profile as well as your individual profile. You can join 

groups, participate in blogs or comment through the groups. I really think there’s no end 

to how use LinkedIn. Again, it’s just one of the tools and a disciplined way of regularly 

managing that process.

It’s great for the sales team to use because 

everyone can be involved and really 

understand as much as they can about the 

company because each person is going to 

bring something different to the table. The 

days of one person doing the whole deal by 

themselves are long gone. There’s just too 

much specialization.

 So LinkedIn is  

not just a people 

connecting tool;  

it’s also a great  

research tool. 
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Barbara: Especially with a complex deal. It’s 

a different beast.

Valerie: Barbara, one thing I’d like to 

comment on because it was kind of in the 

headlines here is how to not be a victim of 

free consulting. People have talked a lot 

about it, but I kind of learned about it the 

hard way. Some of what I’ve sold in my early 

years was dedicated transportation solutions 

where you had to do route designs and flow 

charts of how trucks were going to, what 

hours trucks were going to be on the street and how drivers were going to be deployed 

and so forth and so on. Early on, we used to give that design to the target client or the 

prospect in the sales process and they would take the design and go give it to somebody 

else or use it themselves to design it. You’re just so anxious to want to jump out and say, 

“Oh, I know how to do that. I know the answer.”

You just have to slow down, ask more questions and then give answers. From my 

experience, you’ve got to give someone enough information so that they are confident that 

you know what you’re talking about and that you can fulfill their needs and expectations. 

But you have to do that without giving it away.

Barbara: Right, we’ve all run into that. You know, it’s so easy to give away the farm and 

then they take your entire plan and give it to some low-cost provider, some favorite that 

they had. As an organization, you just question “Why did we do that?” When you’re in the 

process, I love saying “Slow down.” Because if we think about it, we don’t have to give that 

 The days  

of one person doing  

the whole deal by 

themselves are long  

gone. 
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much away. If they really want us, they’re going to bring us in and have us give them that 

when they’re paying us.

Valerie: That’s right. Now, I will tell you the quick story of an exception to that. I really 

was making a judgment call that, in this case, I’d checked everyone thoroughly before I 

made a decision, but this one was a good one, it turned out. It was risky because this 

was a situation where my team was involved in selling a service for which they had really 

developed the how-to manual. It had a fairly broad application across different companies. 

But as part of our sales process, we had learned our lessons. We didn’t give away our 

product, but we showed it to them. We had this manual and we showed it to our prospect 

and they all looked at it. The meeting went on and various things happened through the 

process. And at the end of the meeting the lead of their team said to me, “I’m going to be 

going to a meeting with my suppliers next week and I’d really like to have that manual.”

And I said, “I’m sure you would but this is our work product and this is what we’re selling 

you.” So, we kind of left it at that. And the meeting went on...

Barbara: That’s good.

Valerie:  It didn’t end there though. It went really well and we left them with time alone 

to talk to one of our other customers who we knew was going to give us a really good 

reference. At the end of the meeting, I made the call on a one-on-one to give him that 

manual, to loan it to him. And I did that and said, “You heard what I said earlier, that this 

is our proprietary work product. But I think we’ve had a good meeting here. I respect the 

challenge that you are facing with your meeting next week. So, I’m going to loan this to you 

and I’m going to trust that you’re going to return it to me and I hope it sets the foundation 

for the future relationship.” And we won the deal.
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Barbara: That’s great! Valerie, that’s a great strategy! I like the fact that you made it feel 

like you were really doing him a favor and you were going out on a limb, because I think 

that invests the relationship even more.

Barbara: We’re going to wrap it up and go to some questions, but I have one last question 

for you, and then we’ll let the participants ask you some questions.

Valerie: Sure.

Barbara: What advice do you have for small business owners and sales executives in 

exercising some level of control over their whale hunts? We’re out there, and on the topic 

of giving away our IP, how do we keep the process under control?

Valerie: Well, it’s a hard question and it’s a very important question. I’ll summarize with 

a couple of things that are key to what we’ve talked about. One is, know your strengths 

and know your position. Don’t try to match up against the big guys in their space. Find 

your unique way to match up. That can be very powerful, and it can give you a distinct 

advantage that you might not realize. 

Because a company likes the fact that 

you’re very focused, that you’re very nimble, 

that you’re very responsive, you can make 

decisions. So, leverage your own strengths.

Another I would say is to hone your skills. 

Don’t get so wrapped up in activities that 

you need to follow your own process. The 

Whale Hunter process is such a good way 

to help you do that. So, follow the process, 

 Don’t try  

to match up against the 

big guys in their space. 

Find your unique way to  

match up. 
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sprinkle on the magic. Just like, if you’re a doctor, you have to go back and you have to get 

accreditation, right?

If you’re a teacher, you have to have continuing education. I’ve always kind of felt like you 

can’t go to a college and get a degree in selling. It doesn’t get the same level of attention. 

But there’s an opportunity with your team to lead and demonstrate by honing your skills, 

circulating articles, having rehearsals and practicing.

The last piece of advice I would say is not to forget to ask for the business and make it 

personal. So, when you have a team, make sure that the harpooner has the opportunity 

to ask for the business. Make it personal so that your whales would not want to turn 

you down.

Barbara: That’s excellent advice! I thank you so much, Valerie. This has been so insightful. 

Now I’m going to ask the participants on the call, those who have questions for Valerie, to 

feel free to un-mute your phones by pressing star six. And we’re going to take questions for 

about another eight minutes and then we’ll wrap it up.

Ken: Hi, this is Ken s in Cincinnati. Thank you for your time.

Valerie: Thank you, Ken.

Ken: I have a quick question. Can you elaborate a little about what you meant when you 

said “Demonstrate ability to deliver”?

Valerie: Sure, I’ll give an example. In the transportation and logistics business, reporting 

is really a big deal. You have your PowerPoint presentation that says, “We can give you 

canned reports and we can give you ad hoc reports.” If you have the ability to really 

demonstrate to the customer how you develop a report and what it looks like, you may 
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need to use dummy data, or maybe it’s a great opportunity to ask them for data, so you 

can show them how you would give it back to them in a report. It’s kind of taking what you 

say and making it real.

If you’re going to do a technology demo, real-time live, I’ve always found it was best to do it 

in the location where that work is done. Somebody can go observe the employee creating 

a report, rather than trying to do it in a conference room setting, because bad technology 

demos can really backfire.

But it’s just that ability to really, if it’s a product; let them understand how that product’s 

going to work. If it’s a service, it answers how that service is going to be delivered and 

what the client is going to get for it.

Ken: Thank you.

Barbara: Do we have other questions?

Rosemary: Valerie, this is Rosemary how are you?

Valerie: Hi, Rosemary. I’m fine, thank you. How are you?

Rosemary: Very well. Thanks for today. You gave us a lot of really great information. One of 

the things I’d like to piggyback on is, you mentioned, when do you go from someone who 

is sort of not ready to close the deal onto another prospect or another whale? So, if the 

team is really excited about your product or service, but just say, “Based on our priorities 

right now, we just have to find the time to do this,” what kind of signal, or what kind of 

whale sign do you read that as, and how do you continue to keep in touch without seeming 

to oversell?
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Valerie: Sure. I think that’s a great question, Rosemary, and a lot of it comes down to the 

team’s homework, their knowledge, and their instincts. With the economy the way it is right 

now, that can be a very legitimate delay. Or it could just be a tactic that says, “I’m never 

really going to buy from you, but I just don’t really want to tell you ‘no’ because I don’t want 

to hurt your feelings.” So, you have to kind of make that decision. Now, I can think of an 

example, where my team was adamant that the deal was going to close, but it was just 

a matter of time. And this went on and on, and when I sat down with them and we really 

went through it together, we said, “You know, this deal is never going to close because 

we haven’t really matched to their needs.” That’s a case where I had abdicated from my 

responsibility of staying engaged with that team.

So, sometimes it helps, if something has gone on for a long time, to revisit the solution 

and ask, is your solution really solving the real problem? If it’s not, then maybe that’s the 

reason for the stall.

If you really then believe that it’s still a good match and it’s a budget issue, then try to 

figure out their budgeting cycle? For example, maybe they don’t have it in their 2010 

budget. But maybe they start doing 

their 2011 budget planning in August or 

September. Try to find those things out so 

you can time your reentry correctly.

In the meantime, just be creative about, 

“Hey, I saw you on Google alert. I saw 

where you won a new contract,” or, “I saw 

where you got an award,” or “I went to this 

 I’m never  

really going to buy from 

you, but I just don’t really 

want to tell you ‘no’ 

because I don’t want  

to hurt your  

feelings. 
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conference. You were a sponsor. Thank you so much. It was really a nice event.” That 

would be my suggestion.

Rosemary: OK, thank you.

Barbara: Other questions?

Julie: Valerie, this is Julie. I guess this question could be answered by either or both of 

you, but my background is sales and we do not employ the whale hunting approach, where 

really several people from the team are calling on these sticker deals. I’m interested in the 

points about when to walk away again. It seems like when there’s a deal, and it’s a sales 

management team and sales reps involved, a lot of times you get to the situation where 

one person wants to walk away and the other one doesn’t. Management wants you to stay 

on and keep trying, or the rep is like, “I don’t want to do this,” and management’s saying, 

“Yes, you do,” or vice versa.

When the team is engaged, how does that affect the decision making of when to walk 

away? Is there more intelligence there? How does that impact you guys?

Valerie: That’s a great question, Julie. Probably another whole conversation could be about 

building good teamwork. Just by the nature of the whale hunting process, it helps a group 

of people become a team because they’re learning how to work together with some good 

tools to help them do that. At the end of the day, somebody’s got to make that call. In this 

case you described, maybe the sales person really believes that they’re not going to win, 

but other people aren’t willing to give up.

Again, I’d kind of go back. Well, let’s go back to our filter criteria. It could be a situation 

where there are just too many competitors at play. But if I’m the sales person and my boss 
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is telling me, “Hang in there, hang in there,” 

and if I really don’t believe that that’s the 

whale I can land, I would be proactively trying 

to go find a replacement. Because maybe 

they’re going to be more apt to accept, 

“Let’s let go of this one, because I found a 

better one.”

So, one of the premises of whale hunting is 

to keep fishing. You can’t stop everything and 

put all your eggs in one basket. You’ve got to 

keep fishing.

Julie: It just seems like if the whole team is engaged, you can have a better sense of 

when to walk away, and when to stay in there than in sales versus sales. And I was just 

wondering if that’s what you’re finding.

Valerie: I absolutely find that to be true, because then you can bounce ideas off one 

another and you have a level of objectivity; it’s hard to get if you’re working all by yourself.

Julie: Thank you.

Barbara: Well, I think we’ve had a great session and Valerie, I so appreciate your time 

and your insights. Thanks to everyone who joined us on this call about selling to complex 

whales. I think we’ve all learned a lot.

If you liked today’s call, please take the time to get more involved with The Whale Hunters. 

We have all kinds of opportunities to get you more involved.

 So, one of the 

premises of whale hunting 

is to keep fishing. You 

can’t stop everything and 

put all your eggs in one 

basket. You’ve got to  

keep fishing. 
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The Whale Hunters is a strategic sales coaching company that helps small businesses 

grow fast by making bigger sales to bigger customers.

The Whale Hunters Expert Series serves entrepreneurs and sales professionals by 

providing in depth interviews with business leaders with deep practical experience in their 

fields. Topics cover a wide range of business development topics, emphasizing today’s 

collaborative processes for winning complex sales.
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The Whale Hunters Expert Series Reports

No More Free Consulting: How to Manage a Complex Sale

The Whale Hunters
3054 East Bartlett Place 
Chandler, AZ 85249 
www.thewhalehunters.com
info@thewhalehunters.com

Dr. Barbara Weaver Smith and other Whale Hunters are available to speak to your 

organization about whale hunting, sales process development and integration, and 

accelerated cultural transformation. Contact The Whale Hunters at 480.584.4012  

for more information.



e.info@thewhalehunters.com
p. 480.584.4012
www.thewhalehunters.com


