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We want to live longer, happier lives, in more 
comfort and safety than previous generations, while 
reducing the environmental legacy we leave for 
the next. And so sustainability, urbanisation and 
wellness will continue to shape demand and drive 
growth in the chemicals sector for years to come.

How these drivers will reshape the chemicals industry 
in the future, the world of Chemicals 4.0, is a prevalent 
concern within the industry. Many organisations 
are embarking on transformation journeys aimed at 
building the platform for success as the sector evolves. 
Emphasis is being placed on building on sustainable 
foundations of variable feedstocks, on producing 
more with less in ever-intensified, leaner and cleaner 
processes and in making manufacturing more adaptive 
to rapidly changing needs. This is all done in response 
to increasingly demanding customers.

But there is one dimension that seems to be hidden from 
the spotlight: Future success in the chemicals industry 
will be determined as much by how you sell as what  
you sell. 

Here we explore three challenges facing chemicals 
sales organisations today and suggest some ways to 
rethink what will define sales excellence in the future.

Customer-centricity: More than words
Take 30 seconds to look at your CRM system. It’s 
the DNA of your sales organisation. Ask yourself 
one question: “Do I see what we want, or what the 
customer wants?”

Now ask: “What if we changed our approach to mirror 
the process a customer follows?”

The fear is that we would miss out by doing this. By 
playing fair, and following the customer’s process, we 
potentially disadvantage ourselves and allow others to 
get in before us.

A look at the evidence suggests there is little 
foundation for fear. On average, 57%1 of decision 
making is completed before suppliers are considered. 
Put another way, the game was mostly over before 
anyone got to play.

To change the game we need to view the world through 
the eyes of our customer. It’s helpful to start by looking 
at the typical process they follow – the customer Buying 
Cycle. The key is to identify how we add value in every 
stage. If we sell only in the typical selling zones, most of 
the potential value in a deal has already been eliminated.

We recognise there are times when a more transactional 
approach is right. More complex opportunities allow 
us greater scope for differentiation but require more 
effort. What must be avoided is selling consultatively for 
transactional margins. 

Companies traditionally have three ways to differentiate: 
product, service or innovation. Salespeople need to 
adopt a mindset more closely aligned to appreciative 
enquiry than transactional selling to become the ‘fourth 
differentiator’. They need to demonstrate curiosity to 
understand customers’ needs and be willing to initiate 
the discussion. These behaviours are found in people 
who have intrinsic (rather than extrinsic) motivation, 
confidence and a higher risk tolerance.2

A word of caution: Getting salespeople to replace 
outdated behaviours with new, proactive behaviours 
takes time. James Prochaska’s research on successful 
habit change highlights just how difficult a process this 
can be, and why most fail. Expecting salespeople to 
instantly ‘flick the switch’ and become customer-centric 
won’t work. They need a learning process to act as 
scaffolding to support them as they gradually adopt new 
behaviours. The role of management is paramount in 
creating the conditions where these new behaviours 
can flourish. It requires line managers to become skilled 
coaches focused on generating and maintaining high 
levels of ‘self-efficacy’ in salespeople – the motivation to 
achieve goals3 – rather than ‘teaching’ more traditional 
selling skills.
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What you can do

Think about how much time salespeople are 
spending in each stage of the buying process. 
Are we spending enough time in the early 
stages, or simply reacting?

When thinking about sales excellence, think 
about habit change as much as competence 
development, with managers focused on 
increasing the ‘self-efficacy’ of salespeople.

Change your CRM stage gates to tell the 
story from the customer’s side and make the 
customer part of your DNA. 
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Customers want more
A quick look at any RFP will give you the checklist of 
what’s important to today’s customer. It’s longer than it 
used to be; they are getting more demanding. 

To meet these demands, chemicals companies are 
developing new capabilities and services every day. 
Yet sales organisations up and down the chain are 
struggling to fully leverage these extended capabilities 
to win business. Many still fall into the trap of relying on 
technical specification and price to win business.

To avoid this, salespeople need to extend the zone 
where capabilities and customer issues meet. Those 
who succeed have a deeper understanding of the 
customer challenges, and can use this to help the 
customer recognise a broader set of criteria beyond 
price and specification. They make the pitch bigger.

These salespeople are able to demonstrate value from 
capabilities not previously considered by the customer, 
playing to your strengths. At the same time they can 
reduce the importance of other criteria against which the 
competition may be stronger, such as price. 

By validating and ranking the criteria collaboratively 
with the customer, a clearer picture emerges of which 
opportunities to pursue and which to leave for others 
to fight over. It strengthens our position on those deals 
where we can genuinely add value to the customer, and 
qualifies out any deals where we can’t truly differentiate 
(think: higher win rates and lower cost of sales).

Getting the necessary breadth and depth of access to 
do this well requires salespeople to become more like 
business consultants. They need to help the customer 
see the problem more clearly, and that it can be solved 
– potentially in ways they weren’t aware of before. They 
need to act as conduits to technical expertise and insight 
not available on the open market. 

They need to empathise with the change process within 
the customer organisation, alleviating perceived risk 
in all its dimensions (personal, tactical, political and 
strategic). And they must exemplify the interpersonal 
skills required to develop, nurture and maintain a broad 
spectrum of relationships, and the skills to fix broken 
relationships when needed.

We typically find chemical salespeople excel at one of 
these – technical expertise. And this won’t be enough  
in the future.

 
Services are by nature experiential, not physical
How good is your house insurance policy? Hopefully you 
will never have to find out. The fact is, you won’t know 
whether you chose the right policy until you try to make 
a claim. 

Services are, by definition, experiential. You evaluate 
them after you use them, not when you buy them. 
With many chemicals companies striving to build more 
service-orientated portfolios, one question seems to crop 
up a lot: Can we sell services?

We know services offer greater margin opportunities 
(when they are sold correctly), and we know they offer 
a key differentiator when competing to win business, 
particularly against emerging competitors with global 
aspirations. It’s culturally, not intellectually, that chemical 
companies are having challenges. 

In a recent metastudy, Hou and Neely4 looked at 
what gets in the way of a successful service business 
model. One of the common barriers is that the 
organisation doesn’t keep pace with the ramp up in 
services offered. Managers and employees are still 
targeted on efficiencies based on scale and replication, 
whereas a successful service-led businesses thrives on 
personalisation, flexibility and innovation.5

Traditionally, chemicals companies find it difficult to 
implement the necessary management and control 
over how customers use the services.6 We fear our 
customers don’t use the services in a consistent and 
optimal way. This makes it difficult to develop and agree 
performance-based contracts with confidence, and can 
mean pricing accuracy suffers as we factor in the risk.

What you can do

Think of a recent contract that is fully aligned 
with where your business is heading. List down 
all the different things your business needed 
to do in order to deliver. Which of these do you 
currently define as capabilities?

Take 10 minutes to challenge the management 
team to list the various capabilities of the 
business. When we did this with a recent 
customer they listed many hidden capabilities 
that clients valued, and which, in many cases, 
only one or two people in the company knew 
anything about.

Spend time with executives in customer 
organisations. Talk to them about which 
extended capabilities they recognise, which 
they weren’t aware of, and which they can see 
adding value in the future. Spending more time 
with customers is often top of the list of New 
Year’s resolutions for sales leaders. Here’s one 
way you could keep to it.
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Maybe you are reading this over a coffee from a chain 
store. Consider the almost unlimited ways in which you 
could customise your coffee. Drinking in or out, bean, 
size, type, milk, flavourings – the list goes on. In the 
average Starbucks, you have over 87,000 choices. What 
they offer is mass customisation. You can have it your 
way, based on scalable and repeatable offerings. 

Great salespeople act as the ‘service barista’: they 
guide the customer through the service options, using 
experience and expertise to help them make the right 
choices to satisfy their unique needs. The smart part is 
that it is done from a palette of existing options which 
leaves the customer feeling what they have is fully 
personalised, yet is still operationally efficient to deliver.

In a market known for giving away services to secure 
the sale, getting this right can be a big step. Firstly, 
services tend to impact a broader set of stakeholders, 
pushing salespeople out of the comfort zone of talking to 
manufacturing and R&D to now include sales, service, 
marketing, finance and logistics. Then salespeople 
need to quantify how each stakeholder benefits from the 
agreed service package, in their own terms. Additionally 
they need to educate as to the optimal way of utilising 
products and services to generate the optimal returns 
– all in the customer’s language. It’s a long way from 
selling by the barrel.
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What you can do

Think about a current opportunity. Take the 
product out to create a ‘service only’ proposition. 
Ask yourself two things: What new information 
would you need to develop this into a sale 
based purely on services? How much of this 
information do you currently capture?

Collate the service experiences from your 
existing customers and challenge salespeople 
to position at least one new service with each 
existing customer they look after. 

Develop support tools so salespeople can 
educate the customer on optimal usage of the 
different service propositions. Assess your sales 
community on how able they are to do this 
without the support, then introduce the new tools 
once the ‘pain’ has been established.
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