Using Boyd to help you win in strategic selling situations

By Greg Swanson

The Old Days

“It’s war out there!”  That was the statement of my first sales manager when describing the battle for “equal access” market share in business telecommunications after the AT&T break up in the mid 80’s.  The Bell/AT&T break up caused a hyper competitive market rarely seen previously in American history.  Dozens of companies jumped into the market, first attacking AT&T, then each other.

On a weekly basis, someone would lose a deal to a competitor previously unknown.  “Who’s that?” became a common question on the sales team when someone would lose a deal to a new kid on the block company taking advantage of a confusing market situation.  

Back then, the focus of sales management was to drive “interpersonal selling skills”, handling objections, and spotting the time when to close.  “Feature, advantage, and benefit” (FAB) was in the vocabulary of every sales person.  Getting to the decision maker became the focus of any successful sales person.

The Hyper-Competition World

Almost twenty years later, the term FAB has been replaced with the term “value proposition”.  The sales “focus” is now getting to the C-Level of a customer and many dynamics of the telecommunication market of the mid 80’s exist in almost every industry.  Large customers are infinitely more complex.  Many key customer decisions are made by committees, or at times, the big boss will delegate critical decisions to his or her subordinates, in order to keep out of the line of fire if the decision is wrong.  The “who is the decision maker” question has become “who all is involved in the decision?” and “who has the most influence?”

Products are very similar to each other, and differentiation is difficult even for the most skilled sales people.  There are no new mouse traps.  The FAB is simply dead.  Value propositions tend to be marketing hype that doesn’t convince the sceptical and cost conscience customer.  The hype is so complex that even the CEOs of some companies have difficulty explaining what it actually is that they are selling.  If the CEO cannot explain it, then how can the sales force sell it?  Selling is no longer “interpersonal” but is now “value based”.

The bottom line question is; how many companies are truly happy with the performance of its sales force?  Very few.  

Millions of dollars are spent every year by companies developing “account planning” skills in its sales organization.  Usually, after describing in detail the account team, customer’s situation, touching on the competitive environment, then talking through some potential value propositions, the account plan will address an “action plan”.  This means that there is a task plan on who does what and when.  The rest is usually “about” the account team, and what a good job that they are doing, and not a tool “for” the account team.

Like in war, selling in today’s high tech, hyper competitive environment has a high degree of unknown factors that hit an account team as soon as the first shot is fired.  The result, as Clausewitz
 explained it, is the “fog of war”.  The pace of a rapidly changing environment (customer and competitive) cause the traditional planning methods to seem static.  The customer reaction cannot always be predicted, nor can the response of the competitors to the customer situation.  In order to be successful, tasks need to be changed in order to adapt to the environment.  In the last decade, I have seen countless account plans executed in large accounts, and none of them went according to the original plan.  The ones that did not adapt quickly to developing situation the situation were unsuccessful.

Many companies measure the results of selling cycles and reasons why they lose larger selling situations.  One VP of Sales said that over 70% of his company’s large account lost sales cycles are lost because of price.  Is that because the “value” of the offer was not accepted by the customer, or did the customer simply drive prices down with competition, or was it simply because the losing account team was out competed?  Feedback from an account team on why they lost a deal will never be, “we simply got beat”.

Is Selling like War?

As stated by Sun Tzu in his book the Art of War
, written over 2000 years ago, a war should be won before it begins.  Typically, any sales cycle is won before any “bid”, RFP, or RFQ is published.  The exception occurs when the deal is awarded to the lowest price bidder on a purely commoditized deal where all parties had an equal chance.  Believe it or not, this is an exception.  In many cases where the low priced bidder wins, the winning company had influenced the customer to take on specs, or items that would make it more costly for its competitors to compete.

The sales profession has become a war of attrition; the victim is its company’s profit.  In selling, as in war, the object is to win on your own terms.
 It is no wonder that many companies are unhappy with its sales force.

If we are at war in the selling profession, why are we not learning from the strategic experts at fighting wars?  

OODA (Observe - Orient – Decide – Act)

After consolidating some of my own experiences, as well as tracking down some sales executives that were successful in winning publicized “mega deals”, a few common denominators became apparent in what it takes to win in today’s business environment.  By comparing these observations to some of history’s most effective war strategists; Sun Tzu’s Art of War
, and Col. John Boyd’s OODA (Observation – Orientation – Decision – Action) Loop
 and manoeuvre warfare
, a pattern of successful processes and methodologies existed in virtually every successful sales cycle.  
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Boyd’s OODA Loop in selling

Most of these processes and methods were not formalized, but simply were put in action “on the fly”.  By taking the actions of successful account teams, and comparing them with Boyd’s OODA Loop, one could quickly see that successful sales teams working on large deals were using the OODA without even knowing it.  The actions of the teams tended to be as follows:

1) Observation: The sales team focused equally on the competition and the customer.  They used the customer to gather “intelligence” on the competitor’s activities, used its marketing functions to provide information on the competitor’s direction in the market, strengths and weaknesses, and alliances.  As the sales cycle progressed, the successful account team was able to gather more intelligence on the reactions and developing position of its competitors and the customer.  “Targets of Opportunity” were uncovered, where short term wins could be created or competitive weaknesses could be exploited.

2) Orientation: Consolidating the “observed” information, the account team quickly dissected the information, determined competitive and own weak spots, and rallied its own resources together with a “commonality of purpose”.   A type of Command and Control structure was developed (either virtually or structured).  The account team manoeuvred internally to acquire a degree of decision making authority, enabling it to rapidly react to the unfolding circumstances.  The added flexibility allowed the account teams to seem ambiguous to the competition.  High level customer management relationships were developed, with the specific purpose of influencing in a particular direction, or to gather intelligence on customer reactions of own and competitive actions.  As the loop cycled, the interaction with the customer intensified, and the contact areas became very broad.

3) Decision: based upon “Observation” and “Orientation”, sets of objectives were made, adapted as needed, and communicated.  Action plans were created to achieve these objectives. In many cases, actions were developed in order to deceive the competitor, or to achieve a certain reaction from the competitor.  Decisions on interaction with the customer were made, taking the customer into a specific direction (that the competitor could not easily do), while softening the position of the competitor.  Any competitor weak point was to be exposed and attacked with ferocity, putting the competitor in a defensive position.

4) Action: Execution of the “decisions” was made.  The Command & Control structure was enabled, and the team began to interact with the customer with focused objectives.  A formal or informal feedback and collaboration process was created in order to “Observe” the situation as it unfolded.

The process loops – constantly and never stops.

As noted by Boyd, the speed and accuracy of the loop is the key to winning.  If the team is operating effectively, the loop velocity is much higher than its competitors.  The account team will get information, process that information, quickly decide what to do about it, and act.  By doing this, the team is creating a situation where they can win on their own terms, by eliminating, confusing, and/or controlling their competitor and interacting with the customer.  The competitor then focuses inwardly and becomes isolated; increasing its vulnerability.  

Amazingly, the more velocity and accuracy the team had in its loop, the more friction the competitive account teams had with the customer.  In one case, no other competitor could respond to a bid on time, and had to request for several deadline extensions.  This created a superior position for the winning team to win…on their own terms.

The competitive reaction was to struggle with the “rules being made by someone else”.

In a billion dollar services deal, the losing “incumbent” account team spent most of its pre-bid time covering problems that the winning competitor had exposed.  The battle was already won before the RFQ was sent, even before the losing team realized that they were in a war.  The losing team didn’t even realize that the winning competitor was working on the account until after the bid came out.  When the RFQ was sent to the losing competitor, the team was surprised and made hasty action plans in order to respond.  The focus was simply internal and chaotic.  Needless to say, they lost the deal.

One of the most amazing things to me about Boyd’s OODA Loop is that it is a natural process.  If the process would be formalized and learned, as well as a process to engage in a Command, Control, Communications, and Intelligence model as used by the military, then account teams could be highly effective in winning on their own terms.

Greg Swanson, Munich, Germany
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� Carl von Clausewitz (1780-1831), On War (Von Kriege), Dümmlers Verlag, Berlin, 1832


� Sun Tzu, Art of War, The book is traditionally attributed to Sun Tzu, a military strategist and general who served the state of Wu near the end of the Spring and Autumn Period (770–476 BC). It is more likely, however, that it was written early in the Warring States (403-221 B.C.).


� Colonel John Boyd, as stated in Patterns of Conflict, Dec. 1986, Presentation.  John Boyd was one of the most influential and respected military strategists of modern times.  He played a key role in the development of the F16 fighter, was a key influencer of US Military strategy in the Persian Gulf War of 1991, and helped the US Marine Corps develop its doctrine of manoeuvre warfare.
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