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INTRODUCTION
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IN THE LAST FORTY years of my working life, I have played several roles in the world of business. Having begun as a lower-division clerk in a government office, I eventually became the executive chairman of Mindtree, one of India’s most admired software services companies, the first venture capital-funded IT services company in the country to go all the way from an idea to an initial public offering (IPO). By the end of 2016, Mindtree (established in 1999) employed 16,000 people in locations across the globe and was featured in Fortune magazine’s Top 500 Most Valuable Companies list. In May 2016, at the invitation of the Government of Odisha, I took on the full-time, pro-bono role of Chairman of the newly created Odisha Skill Development Authority. Standing where I am today, the tags that I wear may read ‘entrepreneur’, ‘business-leader’, ‘author’ and ‘public servant’, among others. But, even when taken together, these convey very little about the skills I possess.

Some may be surprised to read this, but possibly the most defining skill I have learnt and practised in my life has been that of salesmanship. Of the thirty years I have spent getting up every morning to go to work, I was a salesman on the road for more than ten. In my professional life, I have been an entrepreneur on two occasions: First with Project.21, my first venture in the IT services sector, and then with Mindtree. When I look back I find that it was as an entrepreneur that my selling skills, honed in earlier jobs, proved to be the most valuable. Whether I was closing a new customer acquisition, getting a better deal on a bank loan, negotiating a smarter lease while renting space or convincing a potential employee to sign on the dotted line – I was performing the core actions of a salesperson. Now, with the Odisha Skill Development Authority, my responsibility is to skill about eight lakh young men and women, mostly school dropouts. In that capacity, I have to sell concepts, ideas and action every day to a large eco-system of stakeholders – from government agencies and private skill-development partners to the young men and women themselves as well as their parents so that they opt for skill-training over general education, as well as the potential employers who will hire them as trainees.

Today, if you are a professional in a role that requires you to get people to buy into your idea (or your product, or your vision), you have to know how to sell. Think of the president or the prime minister of a nation; the chief executive of a profit – or, in equal measure, a non-profit–organization; an account director at an advertising agency; a partner at a traditional consultancy or a law firm; the medical director of a super-speciality hospital; a fund manager of an investment firm; the country head of an aid organization; or an account manager at a bank cross-selling products to high net-worth clients – all of them have to ensure they are heard, that they forge a consensus, gather commitment and deliver an end goal. In short, they are all intimately engaged in the act of selling.

Very few professionals, including those mentioned above, however, consider this aspect – salesmanship – to be critical to their careers, and rarely give this skill the attention it deserves. In fact, not only do people not recognize the pervasiveness of selling as an act, but some are also wary of it. Take, for instance, this interesting incident: I happen to be among the board of directors of a large enterprise. In one of the board briefings, an executive was presenting his views on the success of a credit card they had co-branded with a financial institution. While speaking of the features that had worked for them, he suddenly stopped in his tracks and qualified, ‘Please don’t think I am selling the card to you.’

I immediately rose to my feet and asked, ‘But why not?’

The truth is, even among the most knowledgeable professionals, selling is seen as an act of invasion, something that denotes vested, even veiled, interest. Yet, when you think about it, every time we face a job interview, or argue a case for additional funding for a given project, or tackle any similar situation, we risk losing the deal of the day without the ability to sell.

Just as the act of selling is seen in a restricted light, many people have a very staid image of a salesperson. This book has been written to encourage you to take a wider view and bring you face-to-face with sales professionals who are nothing close to staid. They are quintessential salespeople – they have knowledge, they have intuition, they have wisdom, they have sagacity, they have empathy, they possess the power of persuasion, they have the energy to persist and the will to see their commitment through. They exhibit skills that sometimes border on pure wizardry. Their stories and their wisdom will open up to you an altogether different perspective of selling as a skill. For selling is no longer a profession in itself. It is a key component for professional success in every field, an essential skill for people at all levels in any organization to possess.

I am not a great fan of spelling out what you should take away from this book and I am not saying you need to put your learnings into practice from tomorrow to see the benefits knock on your door. Life doesn’t quite work that way. Most long-term lessons of life and conduct take place in our mind, in a space of silence and non-knowledge. But this I can tell you – whatever you take away from this book will make you more impactful in your organizational role, more effective in persuasive communication – no matter what the situation may be – and more confident in every way.
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THE
ESSENTIALS



Selling is not something to be apologetic about.

It is not about hustling.

It is not about conmanship.

It is not about being invasive or intrusive.

It is definitive persuasion with a clear end goal.

Irrespective of what people are selling and what type of doors they may be knocking at, the basics of selling remain the same.

There is a process, a rhythm and a certain nuance to it – and it goes thus:

Look at me.

Listen to me.

Buy my words

even before you buy my wares.

Let’s agree on the terms of our transaction.

Now tell everyone about me.

And come back for more.

How artfully this message is conveyed and how efficiently it is executed determines the chances of success.

Selling is not a pushy, winner-take-all, masculine act.

It is an empathy-led, process-driven and knowledge-intensive discipline.

Because, in the end, people buy from people.
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