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Most of us learned to sell by figuring things out as we went along. We pieced together a com-
bination of instinctive practices and observations of others that soon became habits, and 
those habits took root until we started saying, “It’s just the way we’ve always done it.” While 
learning this way is the norm, it doesn’t make us good salespeople—it makes us survivalists. 

As more and more responsibility gets heaped on us (due to our ability to rise through the 
ranks by surviving), we develop unconscious shortcuts to get through things quicker: We cut 
customers off before they can fully explain their situations; we rush through client interac-
tions on the floor to get back to the stacks of estimates on our desks; we check the availabili-
ty of products for jobs online while we’re on the phone with customers about something else. 

These survivalist shortcuts may allow us to live 
another day, but there’s a point where life be-
comes about more than simply that. As we look 
to grow our businesses beyond ourselves and 
train others for the future, we have to look at 
things holistically and develop an intentional 
sales process that can be practiced, improved, 
and replicated.

In a retail showroom environment, there are sev-
en simple steps to follow if we want to break free 
from the bad habits we’ve unconsciously adopt-
ed and serve our customers well. 

Step 1: Greet the Customer

Step 2: Understand Their Problem

Step 3: Advise a Solution

Step 4: Make a Plan

Step 5: Call to Action

Step 6: Pursue the Opportunity

Step 7: Show Gratitude

Smile

Make eye contact

Shake hands

Make small talk

These must be asked graciously—and in that order. 
(Also, consider thanking the customer in between 
them.) This will give you critical information about 
where the customer is at in the buying journey, and it 
will also let you know if your marketing is working.

Most companies don’t think they’re on the field until 
they get in front of a fireplace, but you can take ad-
vantage by showing up when the game starts—at the 
greeting.

Step 2: Understand Their Problem

This is the most important step in the sales process—and the one most companies miss. The 
danger is that we often think we understand customers’ problem when we don’t, simply be-
cause we didn’t take enough time to ask questions and listen carefully. This part of the sales 
process should take 3 to 15 minutes. If you’re going faster, you’re doing it wrong.

It can be easy to think, My customers don’t want to sit down with me and talk for 10 minutes 
about their project—they’re busy. I would argue that’s because things aren’t being framed in 
the right way. 

Step 3: Advise a Solution

In most of my secret shopping experiences, this is the 
first step of the sales process. I’m not joking when I say 
that I’m usually asked fewer than two questions be-
fore I’m standing in front of a fireplace and listening to 
facts about BTUs and decorative fronts.

Since you’ve taken intentional steps so far, you’ve built 
trust and gained an understanding of the customer’s 
specific problem, which means you have what you 
need to advise a solution.

Remember, you can’t advise unless you understand.

The key to advising a solution is simple: Make sure 
that everything you talk about directly ties into solving 
your customer’s problem. If it doesn’t pertain to solv-
ing the specific problem of your customer, leave it out.

When you understand your customers’ problems, you’ll 
find that most of the things we talk about have noth-
ing to do with why people buy fireplaces. Consider 
these two lists and ask which one offers a more com-
pelling reason to buy a gas insert:

List #1:

• A remote control that slowly brings the flames up and down 

   to always keep the room comfortable

• Never having to get on your hands and knees to light the pilot

• Using one-eighth of the gas of a typical furnace to create a 

   comfort zone in the space where the family hangs out

Step 1: Greet the Customer

This step is so obvious it seems like it wouldn’t need to be said—but, in most of my secret 
shopping experiences, businesses miss it entirely. A customer coming into your showroom 
doesn’t know that you’re incredibly busy, that the phone has been ringing off the hook all day, 
or that you haven’t had lunch yet—and you only have one chance at that first impression. The 
goal of a greeting is to build trust with your customer, show them that you are a real person, 
and break down the irrational barriers of fear that customers bring with them into your store. 
To disarm that, be intentional and genuine. Any customer should be greeted within 5 seconds 
of walking into your store—even if you’re with another customer. 
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for the future, we have to 
look at things holistically 
and develop an intention-
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These steps follow a basic pattern of mo-
mentum, give your customers an incredible 
buying experience, and provide your team 
with a firm sales foundation. As you push into 
them, you’ll find that sales are harder (and 
take longer) upfront, but they’re easier (and 
more profitable) on the back end.

If you’ve been living as a survivalist, use these 
steps to break free from instinct by doing 
things on purpose instead. You can begin by 
sending this article to your team and making 
these steps a blueprint for your approach on 
the showroom floor. 

With all that in mind, here’s how to execute 
each step.

Finally, during the greeting, every customer has to be 
asked two critical questions:

“Is this your first time in our showroom?”

“How did you hear about us?”

Tip:

The game starts at 

the greeting, 

not the fireplace.

In addition, consider baking these into your process:

P U R P O S E
S e l l i n g  o n

“As you can see, we have all kinds of gas fireplaces on display, but 
not all of them will work in every situation. I’d love to have a seat and 
learn a little bit about your project so I can show you the options that 
will work specifically in your space. Would that be okay?”

I guarantee that any rational person will respond to that question by saying, “Yes.” Now, 
make sure that you’re sitting down for this—don’t stand up! That gets confrontational and tir-
ing real quick. In contrast, sitting down is comfortable and builds trust.

Now that the customer is sitting down, use a questionnaire form—on a piece of paper, a tab-
let, or a computer—to walk them through a structured set of questions and uncover their 
problem.

How do you know that you’ve uncovered the customer’s problem? When you explain what you 
think the problem is and ask if you’re correct.

When you finish your greeting (an effective greeting, mind you) and the customer says, 
“I’m here looking for a gas fireplace,” here’s the automatic response that you need to 
program into your entire team: 

Tip:

EVERYTHING

you talk about needs 

to directly address 

solving your 

customer’s problem. 

If it doesn’t apply, 

don’t say it.

List #2:

• 40,000 BTUs per hour

• Seven different decorative fronts

• Direct-vent technology

• An IPI ignition system

• Split-flow burner system

• Underbed or overhead lighting

• Proudly made since 1975

• 70.5% P4 efficiency

Generally, a customer gets blasted 
with all of the second list—and walks 
out confused—when a salesperson 
doesn’t understand their problem. 
But for the true professional who has 
listened to their customer and under-
stands their exact problem, a single 
point from the first list will make the 
sale.

Once again, if what you’re about to 
say doesn’t directly tie into solving 
your customer’s problem, don’t say it.

Step 4: Make a Plan

Now, I said earlier that Step 2: Understand Their Problem is the most important step in the 
process—and that’s because everything else flows from it—but this step will make the biggest 
impact for the smallest amount of effort. 

Customers don’t know how to do business with us. We have to explain it to them. Clearly.

We do that by making a simple plan to follow. The plan can be three or four steps, but it must 
clearly solve the customer’s problem—and it must be explicitly explained. For example, here 
are a couple of sample plans to help customers solve their problems.

Plan #1: A customer who needs to buy a new fireplace

• Write up an estimate.

• Schedule a free in-home visit.

• Install the fireplace safely and to code.

Plan #2: A customer with a fireplace that needs repair

• Schedule a technician to come out.

• Diagnose what’s wrong with the fireplace.

• Install the parts for the fireplace.

Many companies think they do this regularly, but they’re generally going too fast for their 
customers and speaking over their heads. Here’s an example of how you could explain the 
first plan if you’ve followed the other steps in the process so far: “Mrs. Smith, based on what 
you said, I think this fireplace is going to be a great fit for your home! But before we go any 
further, I’d like to explain the steps to get this installed in your home. Step 1: We’ll write up 
an estimate for your project—so that you understand the approximate budget. Step 2: We’ll 
schedule a free in-home visit—where a team member will come out to your house and make 
sure that everything is safe for the installation. And Step 3: Our team will come out to install 
your fireplace—we’ll do the work to code and make sure that it’s on a timeline that fits your 
schedule.”

Some people think it’s demeaning to break things down this way—but it’s not. Practice this 
with your team and make sure they use the language of “Step 1,” “Step 2,” and “Step 3” with 
the customer. 

This clarity will win you more sales than you would ever believe. Because, out of all the com-
panies out there, you are the one who has shown customers the steps to take to solve their 
problems.

Step 5: Call to Action

Jerry Jones is famous for telling the Dallas Cowboys about the five rules of sales. “The first 
rule,” he said, “is always ask for the money. I forgot all the rest of the rules.” While it’s easy to 
laugh at, that mantra is correct—always ask for the money. But, in our case, “money” isn’t al-
ways money. Instead, it’s simply the next step.

One thing that’s easy to forget about sales is that the customer wants you to be right. They 
came into your store because they want their problem solved. As you build momentum in 
the first four steps—building trust through the greeting, taking time to fully understand their 
problem, advising a solution that is perfect for them, and outlining a plan with the steps to 
take to solve it—the most natural thing in the world is to ask the customer if they would like to 
take the first step of the plan.

Don’t ask for the money if the money isn’t the next step in the plan. If the first step of the plan 
is an estimate, then call to action on an estimate. If the customer has an estimate and the 
next step is an in-home visit, call to action on that. When it comes time to ask for the actual 
money, don’t be afraid to ask for it. 

Step up to the plate and be confident. Call to action on the next step of the plan.

Whatever you do, don’t let the customer leave with a brochure and a business card—this will 
single-handedly destroy customer momentum and bleed your company dry.

Step 6: Pursue the Opportunity

So let’s assume that you’ve perfectly executed all the steps so far, but the customer hasn’t 
completed their plan—say they’re stuck on step one or two. Is it wise to give up and start com-
pletely over with a new client at the beginning of the process? No way.

Pursue the opportunity with your existing clients in the funnel before starting over with new 
ones who haven’t entered it yet.

This is difficult because it’s important but not urgent. The client walking into your showroom 
is urgent—and it’s easy to ignore all of your clients in the funnel—which is why your company 
must build out a follow-up process to pursue opportunities that have already been started.

Here’s a simple plan you can follow to master this:

Step 1: Keep track of all existing opportunities in a digital spreadsheet   
           or dashboard (make sure to record where each customer is at in the  
                  sales pipeline).
Step 2: Give each salesperson in the company an hour a day for follow-up  
                  (this has to take place off the showroom floor, and they can’t be in- 
                   terrupted).
Step 3: Follow up with each opportunity seven times before giving up       
                  (most people buy after the fourth touchpoint)

If you haven’t set up a dedicated follow-up process, these simple steps will drastically in-
crease your sales (I would conservatively guess by 25%). Take the time to do them.

As you follow up, make sure you always have a reason for the call—you aren’t just dialing for 
dollars. Understand the customer’s next step in the plan before picking up the phone or writ-
ing the email, and think about what would give them value in this touchpoint—then make the 
call and take notes of the interaction for your next contact with them.

Some people have nearly fallen over when I’ve told them to 
follow up seven times. But remember, these customers came 
to you—and if they tell you they aren’t interested, just stop fol-
lowing up. You’re not calling at dinner time and selling random 
insurance, hoping that you’ll get a few customers by calling 
everyone. You’re leaving the 99—everyone coming through 
your doors, the phone ringing off the hook, and the chaos of 
the day—to focus on the one: the customer you are intention-
ally calling to serve right now.

Companies that pursue the opportunities in front of them win. 
Period.

Tip:

If you want to 

win, pursue 

opportunities.

Step 7: Show Gratitude

Following the first six steps will result in all 
kinds of sales success. But what happens af-
ter the customer has bought from us? Usually, 
nothing.

One of the best ways to stand out and solidify the connection with your client is 
to show them genuine gratitude for their trust in your company. There are a lot 
of ways to do it—and again, it’s important, not urgent—but at the end of every 
month, print a list of your completed jobs and do the following:

1. Assign a salesperson to make a phone call to each customer on their 
      jobs, thanking them for choosing you and checking in on how the prod- 
      uct is doing for them.
2. Write a personal thank-you note to the customer and tell them that you 
      would love to help any friends or family who would like the same expe- 
      rience.
3. Include a few business cards and a small gift card to a local coffee  
     shop.

Gratitude matters—and it isn’t shown very often.

Most retailers are moving too fast to take advantage of this, and, as a result, they 
don’t take advantage of their best marketing. People who buy $5,000 fireplaces have 
friends who buy $5,000 fireplaces—remember that. If you’ve given your customers a 
great experience, they will refer you if you give them the tools to do it. Unfortunate-
ly, most retailers never speak to their clients again. Instead, they shift their focus to 
dumping thousands of marketing dollars into an initiative to get more people in the 
door. 

Teaching your team members to have a generous heart of gratitude will result in re-
peat business that feeds your company for years to come.

Conclusion

For those of us who came into the industry as survivalists, this approach may sound over-
bearing. But I’m telling you that it’s freedom. When you know what to do next, you can fo-
cus on being present in the moment with your customer and serving their needs. Yes, it takes 
more time than the typical “get ‘em in, get ‘em out” approach, but by building momentum 
slowly—and in the right direction—you’re saving countless hours of headache on the back 
end that come from moving too fast and missing something critical.

A survivalist instinct may have gotten you here, but it won’t take you where you want to go.

Following these seven steps will buy back your time, allow you to train new team mem-
bers to sell more than ever, and create a simple buying experience for your customers 
that works over and over again.
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