
What is the next big area of the
wholesale growing business
that, when improved, will
increase profit? 

You meet all of the discounted early-
order deadlines. All of your available space,
and then some, is full of product as often as
possible. You have already made significant
strides into improving production efficien-
cies. You may have even taken in all the
“big automation gains.” You’ve “done it
all ,” and now the laws of diminishing
returns are stifling every additional move
you can think of. 

What about sales? Have you considered
that maybe the solution to your shrinking
profits is not to save more money but to make
more money? Sounds too simple to be true,
but it is — and not by adding more sales peo-
ple or using gimmicks. An “investment” in
your sales approach could yield more profit
dollars than wringing out the few pennies left
in production process inefficiencies.

For example, how many times in the past
three years have your vendors asked for
price reductions? Five percent one year, an
additional five the next. And you absorbed
the reduction because you felt unsure about
your relationship. Consider the following
chart. The far left column represents a possi-
ble range of your current gross margin. Each
successive column shows how much more
product you would have to grow and sell
just to retain the same number of profit dol-
lars. It’s an uphill battle for profit in the face
of price reductions.

If your gross margin is in the 30 percent
range and you are asked to lower your price
by 10 percent to capture an order or retain the
business, did you realize how much addition-
al product you have to produce and sell at
that price to have the same profit? You would
have to sell an additional 35 percent of prod-
uct at that price just to make the same profit
that you made at the original price.

So what do you do?
• Find some way of improving efficiencies by

five, 10 or 15 percent?
• Produce more to keep from losing ground

in year-end profit dollars?
• Increase your chances of controlling this

front-end situation through sales process
improvements?

The choice should be very clear.

HOW CAN SALES HELP?
Forget the stereotypes of salespeople and of

greenhouse “farmers.” All successful companies
have professional people whose sole function it
is to work closely with the customers, to provide
solutions, to nurture the relationship, to antici-
pate problems and, yes, to capture new opportu-
nities. These people are salespeople, and they
are just as important to a small- to mid-sized
greenhouse as they are to a Coke or a Boston
Scientific.

This series of articles was developed to pro-
vide insight into the power of relationships, pro-
viding solutions, effectively presenting the value
of your entire program and the sales that result.
But before you can achieve any of these, you
have to develop your sales approach, and that is
what each of these articles will help you do.

Each article in the series will focus on a single
aspect of the sales process, seven in all. Real-life
sales examples, provided by growers, will be pro-
vided to illustrate how others have successfully
implemented aspects of this process to solve
problems and secure agreements. ➧
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Price  Price  Price  Price
Gross Reduction  Reduction Reduction Reduction
Margin   of 5%  of 10%  of 15%  of 20%

40% 109% 120% 136% 160%  

30% 114% 135% 170% 240%  

20% 127% 180% 320%   

10% 190%     
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Planning to succeed

Relationship development

The art of asking good questions

Identifying the need

Presenting your company and products

Achieving the commitment

Planning the next step

The articles in this series outline proven sales 
techniques that increase profits. If you missed 

an article, you are missing a crucial step. You can 
find each article in the series at www.onhort.com.

successful sales: 

Why focus 
on sales?

Part one in an 
8-part series about 

sales strategies that
improve profit.

Acording to Terry Smith, Smith Gardens, Bellingham, Wash., constant communication between
sales and shipping is a crucial, often overlooked, part of the sales process. 



Increasing your effectiveness in selling procedures can have surprising
effects in the profitability of your business: Overall sales increases and growth
of your business, increased sales of higher-profit products, new customers and
getting paid for the value-added services you probably already provide.

THE SEVEN STEPS
As mentioned, there will be eight articles in the series, including this intro-

ductory piece. Perhaps you simply need to add one of the steps to an exist-
ing method; perhaps you need a whole new system; perhaps you just need
to be reminded about the sales principles you already know. Regardless,
these seven steps can help. We have conducted numerous seminars about
these seven steps and know the difference they can make in organizations.

Below is an outline of what will be presented over the course of the
series. If you have any questions, feedback or commentary, feel free to
call or write. We love questions. 

Step 1: Planning to succeed by achieving a commitment. Ever get
caught unprepared? What do you say when the client asks: “What do
you have that’s new and interesting?” or “How will your products help
me be more successful at the retail level?” or “You will need to match
this price.” This first step helps you prepare for these dreaded, inevitable
scenarios by giving you examples on how to best answer these key cus-
tomer questions and demands without losing margin.

Step 2: Relationship development. Can you gather profitable orders on
the phone from someone you hardly know? How do you get to know cus-
tomers better without having to visit each one? Who should you visit? The
easiest, most consistent sales are made because of relationships; the key to
this step is knowing how, when and with whom.

Step 3: The art of asking good questions. If you don’t know what is
important to your customer, will he buy from a competitor who works
hard at understanding his concerns? You bet. While questions are part
of building the relationship in step two, this step goes beyond the
building stage into understanding your position. Questions help you
retain preferred provider status as your clients’ needs change.

Step 4: Identifying the need. You have become successful as a grower by
being better than your competitors at certain things. How do you match
these business strengths with the needs of your retail customers? How do
you even know what the needs of your retail customers are? If you are not
providing what they need, you will not make the sale.

Step 5: Presenting your company and products. How good are you at
communicating your excitement for the products and strengths of your pro-
gram? If you don’t help the customer understand how your pansies are bet-
ter for him, that your company listens and responds and that you are com-
mitted to their success, it’s just a matter of price.

Step 6: Achieving the commitment. Do you sometimes walk away
from a client without a clear understanding of what the buyer agreed to?
How often are you told to phone back while the client “thinks it over”?
Step six highlights the importance of firm, on-the-spot commitments and
outlines some strategies for getting them.

Step 7: Review and planning the next step. Do you leave the client with just
a handshake and a thank you or do you confirm a next step? Defining the
process ensures that everyone is on the same proverbial page and erects barri-
ers against your competitors. Do you always leave your customer understand-
ing the value of what will be covered in the next meeting?   

Joe Fox is marketing director and Gerry Giorgio is creative director with
MasterTag, Montague, Mich. If you have questions about this article or about
sales in general, they can be reached by phone at (231) 894-1712 or E-mail at
foxmsu@earthlink.net.
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LearnMore!
For more information related to this article, 
go to www.onhort.com/LM.CFM/gp010306.


