
 
 
Meet the MasterMinds is an exclusive interview series brought to you by Management Consulting 
News. Feel free to distribute this interview to others, but please respect our terms of use. 
   
If you’d like to subscribe to our free, monthly email newsletter, sign up at 
www.ManagementConsultingNews.com.  
 
Comments are welcome, so please send them along to the editor. 
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Meet the MasterMinds: Sales Strategies of a Rainmaker with Jeffrey Fox 
 
Jeffrey Fox is a consultant, best-selling author and the founder of Fox & Company, a marketing 
consulting firm.  His books include How to Become a Rainmaker, How to Become CEO and 
How to Become a Marketing Super Star.  
 
Winner of Sales & Marketing Management magazine’s Outstanding Marketer Award, Fox has 
worked for twenty years with clients in more than sixty industries to help promote new products, 
raise marketing productivity and speed the pace of innovation. 
 
MCNews talked to Fox about his views on how consultants can become sales and marketing 
super stars. 
 
MCNews: How would you characterize the state of selling in professional services?  Are 
consultants getting better at selling, staying about the same or losing ground? 
 
Fox: I would say that it has not improved. One reason is that there has not been and is not 
enough formal training of consultants and other professional service people on how to go about 
building their practices. There are also a million socially acceptable excuses such as, I don't have 
time to sell because you want me to bill X number of hours, or selling is the partners' job or the 
boss' job.  
 
Here’s the other problem: most consultants are very educated, bright and experienced, and they 
sell on that. They sell based on their degrees and their experience and not by diagnostic listening, 
which is what they should be doing. 
 
You still have the natural sellers out there, but in the big firms a lot of people would prefer to do 
the work and not have to go through the process of rejection to get the work. By contrast, 
advertising agencies have for a long time had a much more aggressive selling approach—a 
selling culture; they embrace it more maybe because that’s part of their end game. 
 
The reason some consulting firms get business is because of their brand names.  The big brand 
names like McKinsey get a lot of client calls.  It's a fact that twenty-five percent of all sales are 
made by the client unilaterally, sometimes despite the salesperson. 
 
When clients call you, they have done their due diligence as far as I am concerned.  If the client 
says tell me a little something about yourself and your response takes two hours, something is 
wrong.  We worked with a very fine company and they did a proposal for a client that was twenty-
three pages, twenty of which were on the consulting firm. 
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MCNews: Do you think that's because consultants default to what they are comfortable 
with, which is talking about themselves? 
 
Fox: Totally. That’s why they have pages and pages about the partners, their curriculum vitae 
and pictures.  Every brochure for a law firm or a consulting firm has one obligatory picture around 
the conference table where they are all thinking of the next great thing.  Or there's the picture of 
the guy walking down a busy sidewalk in the city with his tie over one shoulder and his blazer 
hooked over his finger.  It’s all about us, and nothing about client issues. 
 
MCNews: Have client perceptions or behavior toward consultants changed over the last 
few years?  If so, how have the best sales people, the Rainmakers, adapted their own sales 
strategies to deal with that? 
 
Fox: Well, some changes in the perception of consultants have occurred, especially for those in 
the big firms that were coupled with accounting firms.  Because of the negative press in the last 
couple of years, I think there is a little bit of a smell. 
 
To begin with, the Rainmaker does not use the word consultant.  There are a lot of companies 
that say they don’t use consultants.  Then you ask do you do your own accounting, your own 
legal work or pension management?  They all use consultants and, frankly, they should because 
they don’t want to be in those businesses.   I think consultant can be a bad word.  For that reason 
you are much better off being an expert in something, rather than a consultant. 
 
Industry consultants are another problem.  For example, the senior guy in a bank will be loath to 
hire someone who is a bank industry consultant.  That can lead to cookie-cutter, or at least 
perceived cookie-cutter, recommendations.  And you also have the problem of conflict of interest.  
So I think when you are an industry specialist that’s not so good either. 
 
However, being an expert is good, and you render that expertise with your questions.  You ask 
questions that demonstrate to the client that you know what you are asking about.  The 
Rainmaker always asks questions from which both people learn—the client learns from 
articulating the answer, and the seller learns by listening and taking notes. 
 
MCNews: Are there common attributes shared by Rainmakers?  If so, what are they? 
 
Fox: Well, the first common denominator of Rainmakers, the great salespeople, is that they sell 
more—they produce.  That’s the wise guy answer, but that is in fact how you recognize 
Rainmakers.  
 
Now, what do they do that’s different? Well Rainmakers never wing it on sales calls; they always 
do pre-call planning, and they plan painstakingly.  They don’t depend on their experience, twenty 
years in the business or a close relationship with the client.  They pre-call plan, and they do it in 
writing.  
 
Rainmakers go on a call knowing the client has a problem and that is why they have been invited 
in, so they don’t go in there ready to talk about themselves.  The word "I" never comes out of their 
mouths.   What they do is ask lots of penetrating questions and listen carefully to the answers.  
Then the Rainmaker proposes, either then or later, a solution that "dollarizes" the consequence of 
not going ahead with the project. 
 
So you find out the client’s problem and attach economic consequences to that problem.  What 
would it cost the client not to go ahead with the proposed solution that your consulting firm can 
offer? When the client asks for a ballpark fee, you say the problem is costing you a million dollars, 
or whatever, and here’s our fee.  That puts the fee in perspective because the client will get a 
return on that fee that is much greater than the fee itself. 
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Finally, the Rainmaker always asks for the business, and that's rare.  Our studies show that about 
ninety percent of salespeople never ask for the order. 
 
MCNews: They just say call me if you need anything? 
 
Fox: Yeah—we will send you a proposal, or get back to me, or nice talking to you.  They don’t 
say would you like us to get going on this? Or, why don't you give us a try?  That's the difference; 
the Rainmaker asks.  And the Rainmaker's proposal is really just a denouement.  The business 
has already been won and the Rainmaker's proposal is just a summary of the diagnostic need 
analysis. 
 
MCNews: What do you think is the most common area in selling consulting services that 
needs improvement? 
 
Fox: The excuse syndrome called "we sell intangibles"—the notion that you really can’t put a 
value on intangible services.  Consultants will say the guy selling ball bearings has something 
concrete and tangible to sell, while we do not.  That is a myth.  People don’t buy products or 
services; they buy what they get from those products or services.  A guy doesn’t buy a gasket; he 
buys a leak free engine. 
 
Benefits are always tangible, and they can be dollarized in one form or another.  Let's say your 
consulting practice sells computer installations.  You have to figure out first why the client even 
needs a computer installation.  Then, what are the economic consequences of not having one, or 
not having one in a timely manner or not having one with the right application software?  You 
begin to build a value proposition that's quantified, even if it's ballparked.  For example, you might 
be able to say to the client, every day that goes by without you having this computer installation 
costs you $3,000 in lost sales.  So if we can get it installed and running twenty days earlier, you 
would save $60,000.  
 
MCNews: Using that computer installation example, do most people who are selling in that 
situation sell computer installation skills rather than the benefits?  
 
Fox: That’s right.  They never sell the benefits, but they could because they are the experts on it.  
That’s just an excuse to lose.  The reason consultants use the intangible excuse is because they 
don’t have the dig, dig, dig mentality to isolate benefits and points of difference and to quantify 
them.  But it can always be done. 
 
MCNews: Before you make a call on a prospective client, what's on your to-do list? 
 
Fox:  First we analyze, discuss, articulate and write down what we already know about the client.  
That helps formulate some of the questions we will ask.  We call competitors and look at industry 
information. 
 
I'll give you an example.  We were approached and we ultimately did a project for a major 
producer of chewing gum.  We knew from our pre-call homework and pre-call research that the 
president was from Latin America—an internationalist.  We also knew that the company was 
global, with brands all over the world.  One of the questions from them invariably had to be what 
is your international experience selling gum?  Well, since we had never sold a stick of gum 
before, we needed an answer to that.   
 
Based on our research, we knew that chewing gum was illegal in Singapore, so we said we do 
know for sure that you can’t sell gum in Singapore.  That was enough to convince or at least 
satisfy this particular client that at least we knew something.  We did that in pre-call planning. 
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So we look at product literature, at the client's advertising and at annual reports.  We also talk to 
the client's customers because then we can say we have talked to five or six of your customers, 
are you interested in what they are saying about you?  Every manager has to say yes to that. 
 
MCNews: So are you saying it doesn’t really matter what your experience is and what you 
know before you go to the sales call, it's how you prepare for it that makes the difference? 
 
Fox: That’s right.  Everybody is afraid of getting the question what do you know about the utility 
industry?  Or, what do you know about the bio-pharmaceutical industry?  The answer is—nothing.  
We are never going to know as much as our clients know about their businesses.  But we do 
know how to isolate the benefits as perceived by the clients, so who cares about the technology?  
People don’t buy technology.  They buy what they get out of the technology. 
 
I would say that ninety percent of our success with clients comes from translating their jargon into 
language that is understandable for the end customers.  Sales and marketing people hide behind 
jargon and techno-speak.  Unless the client is perfectly confident and says what are you talking 
about, most of them just nod their heads and don’t understand and don’t buy. 
 
Let's say you sell sophisticated locking instruments for dormitories and hospitals.  The first 
question I would want the salespeople to ask is why do you want a lock? But they won’t ask 
because they are afraid that would make them look technically inferior.  On the other hand, it's 
perfectly all right for me to ask somebody what do you mean by marketing? 
 
What they are trying to do is avoid looking incompetent.  In fact, they should dare to ask the 
obvious questions. 
 
MCNews: Any thoughts on how selling of services might evolve over the next few years, 
and how might somebody prepare for those changes? 
 
Fox: I think there are three or maybe four changes afoot. First, more companies will out-source 
more functions.  There is out-sourcing going on now, of course, but for non-core things—the easy 
ones.  Additional out-sourcing will create opportunities for experts in what have been in-house 
areas.  For example, some companies do their own in-house advertising, but that’s silly unless 
you are an advertising agency. 
 
More companies are also specializing.  Even if it's just in divisions in a company, those divisions 
are themselves becoming more specialized.  Huge companies have lots of little businesses within 
them that sometimes compete with each other.  And those specialized businesses can’t usually 
afford to have in-house experts in all areas, like how to sell internationally, how to develop brand 
names and trade mark protection. 
 
Another trend that I see is more recognition by business to business companies of the importance 
of intellectual assets like brands and brand names.  Consumer product companies have known 
about this since the early 1900’s.  But now all kinds of companies use the word brand all of the 
time.  They don’t know what they are talking about yet but at least it's on their lips, whereas 
marketing wasn’t on their lips twenty years ago. 
 
The fourth change, of course, is the way the world has shrunk via jet airplanes, emails and all of 
that.  It seems to me that companies are going to need people who know how to break into 
China, who know how to set up shipping routes from Japan to Seattle. There will be lots of areas 
where global and European market expertise will be important, such as the common market, the 
Middle East, where we are going to be a major presence for the next fifty years, and Cuba, which 
will soon be opened.  I think these are the areas where people who can give specialized advice 
are going to make out well. 
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MCNews: If you were to give one piece of advice to a consultant about selling, what would 
it be? 
 
Fox: Don’t talk about yourself and don’t talk about your other clients; ask questions, listen to the 
answers, and ask for the order. 
 
Clients will invite you to talk about yourself because they don't know how to interview consultants.  
It's like asking what’s the temperature?  The great consultant says I will get to that, but do you 
mind if I ask you a few questions first?  Then two hours later when you are walking out with the 
contract, the client might say, hey the next time you are here, tell me a little something about 
yourself.  
 
MCNews: What's on your reading list these days? 
 
Fox: For one, I'm reading my new book, How To Become A Marketing Super Star.  It's not 
academic or about the classic things in marketing, but has all kinds of stuff about the common 
mistakes that marketers big and small are making everyday.  
 
I am also re-reading How The Irish Saved Civilization, by Thomas Cahill. That’s one of my 
favorite books, I suppose because I' m Irish.  Another book I'm reading is Under the Black Flag, 
by David Cordingly, which is a very interesting historical analysis of pirates.   
 
The last book I’m reading is Brunelleschi's Dome: How a Renaissance Genius Reinvented 
Architecture, by Ross King. 
  
MCNews: Thanks for your time today. 
 
Find out more about Jeffrey Fox, his books and services at www.FoxandCompany.com.
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