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"I meet with professional salespeople because often they can 
offer me solutions that even people within my own organization 
can't develop.  They've seen these problems before in other 
organizations and I want the benefit of their experience."   
      - C-Level Executive of a Major Corporation 

 
C-Suite executives today are willing to meet with professional salespeople if salespeople can deliver true 
business value to them. On the other hand, C-Suite executives are very protective of their time and 
salespeople need to deliver a concise, compelling reason for the initial meeting.  The CEO of a major 
company said recently "[The salesperson] changed the way I thought about my problems.  I did something 
very differently as a result of talking to them."    
 
Neil Rackham, author of SPIN Selling, wrote the foreword for my book Selling to the C-Suite - and in that 
foreword, he stated "The new salespeople are highly skilled value creators, who live ingeniously by solving 
customer problems.  The measure of these new salespeople is the value they create and, to create 
maximum value, they must understand the issues and concerns of their C-suite customers."     
 
C-Suite executives have a wide variety of concerns, mostly involved with planning, managing and affecting 
change throughout the organization.  They are also concerned about multiple constituencies - customers, 
shareholders, employees, suppliers, competitors, business partners, regulatory agencies and the various 
governments in which they operate - both domestically and internationally.   
 
One CEO stated it quite clearly: 
 
 I'm planning on how my business will look 10 years from now.  It's difficult to forecast on 
 on our own, so we depend on the ideas of suppliers and partners in the same industry, on   
 the belief that separately we might be wrong, but together we're probably right.  Suppliers 
 who can engage in that type of forward thinking will get my attention! 
 
Particularly if your product or service requires a significant investment - or will be impactful across the 
enterprise, you need to make certain that you've done your homework before you meet with a C-Suite 
executive.  There are no shortcuts to dealing with C-Suite executives.  Salespeople who can demonstrate 
that they can create and deliver value are those who get return access! 
 
This white paper will outline the six steps that will enable you to successfully engage with C-Suite 
executives - and to maintain and leverage those relationships over the long term.         
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Steps to engaging with C-Suite executives:  
  

1. Identify the relevant executive for the sales opportunity  
 

2. Determine how best to approach that executive  
 

3. Perform the appropriate discovery prior to the initial approach to the executive 
 

4. Conduct an effective initial face-to-face meeting with the executive  
 

5. Demonstrate a consistent level of integrity and capability over the long-term to become 
perceived as a trusted advisor to the executive 

 
6. Consistently communicate your value to the executive 

 
 
 
1. Identify the relevant executive for the sales opportunity 
 
Developing an understanding of the right C-Suite executive to call on is so important - but easily 
overlooked.  In my best-selling sales book, Selling to the C-Suite, I define the relevant executive as the 
executive who stands to gain the most or lose the most as a result of the application or project associated 
with the sales opportunity.  In order to do this, you'll have to do something that often seems somewhat 
unconventional at first - view your sales opportunity from the perspective of the client's business 
requirements!   
 
You can’t always start with a connection to the relevant executive, but it is critical that you take some time 
to try to identify and align with that executive.  Keep that concept of the relevant executive in mind as you 
start to navigate the political dynamics of the client organization. Always start by determining if your solution 
can address business issues associated with some of the key initiatives the client is currently pursuing. You 
can usually identify some of those initiatives by understanding the business drivers impacting the client -  
those internal and external factors that are creating the need for change within the client’s business. If you 
can help solve some of those business issues with your solution or help the client develop a strong 
competitive advantage, you will gain the attention of the executive associated with that key business issue, 
which will lead you to the relevant executive for that particular project or application. Then test your 
conclusions by determining if the executive you have identified (as the relevant executive) does indeed 
have the most to gain or lose as a result of the application or project that’s associated with your sales 
opportunity.  
 
Starting with the relevant executive is just the beginning, but if you have identified the relevant executive, 
and you're able to align with him or her, you'll find that you will considerably shorten your sales cycle.  Keep 
in mind, however, that if you wind up calling on the irrelevant executive, s/he will never tell you that they are 
irrelevant!  You'll have to make that painful discovery yourself. 

 
2.  Determine how best to approach the executive  
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Obtaining a meeting with a C-Suite executive is not easy.  Their schedules are typically managed by 
numerous gatekeepers and other associates who may not be particularly friendly to professional 
salespeople and who may view their job as preventing access to the executive.     
 
Over the years, I conducted research with CXO-level executives where I asked them about their 
relationships with professional salespeople. As part of that process, we asked those executives the best 
ways to gain access to them. By a significant margin, they responded that the best way to gain access to 
them was through a credible sponsor within their organization; either a lower-level executive or using the 
gatekeeper as a resource to gain access to them. In fact, 84 percent of the time those senior executives 
said they would usually grant a meeting to a salesperson if someone within their organization 
recommended they do so. That’s pretty compelling. 
  
One of the ways to access a  C-Suite executive is to treat the gatekeeper as a resource and have him/her 
get you access to the executive. In speaking with salespeople, I actually take that one step further and say, 
“treat the gatekeeper as if s/he was the executive herself or himself.” My personal approach is to speak to 
the gatekeeper as if s/he is the executive because very often the gatekeeper is extremely knowledgeable 
about what’s important to the executive and may even offer insight into how best to approach the executive.   
It's not the purpose of this white paper to review all of the approaches you can use to access C-Suite 
executives.  There are many approaches that you can use - and just remember: some may work more 
effectively in certain industries than others.  In addition, certain approaches will only work with certain 
constituencies within the client organization.  There’s one other point of caution that bears mentioning at 
this point. Never attempt to purposely circumvent the gatekeeper unless you have a high degree of 
confidence that you can obtain the meeting with the executive. As one savvy salesperson put it: “Hell hath 
no fury like a gatekeeper scorned!”  

 
3.  Perform the appropriate discovery prior to the initial approach to the executive 

 

Here’s where many salespeople miss the mark. Make sure you’ve done your homework before 
approaching any key player in the client organization. Some consultants will say, “You never have a second 
chance to make a first good impression.” What I like to say is that “every interaction with an executive 
provides you with a chance to either enhance or dilute the relationship.” Make certain you take advantage 
of each interaction so that you enhance the relationship.  Do your preparation far in advance of the meeting 
and always focus first on what’s important to the executive.   

Client learning occurs on three levels, and at each level you become more valuable to the client executive. 
From the widest to the most narrow, following are the three levels: 

You start with the client’s industry. Most client executives will insist, and therefore, assume that you have a 
certain base level of knowledge about their industry. You have to be able to articulate the key metrics of 
your client’s industry and understand your client’s position with respect to their competitors in that industry. 
For example, to the airline industry, the key metric is load factor, to the financial services industry it’s the 
cost of money and to a manufacturing company, a key metric might be inventory turns.  

Your understanding of the client’s organizational structure will also pay huge dividends for you, particularly as 
you become adept at identifying the relevant executives for short- and long-range projects. At this level of 
learning, you’ll be able to provide real business value to the client’s organization. 
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Next is your client's company.  When researching your client’s company, you should also be able to obtain 
information about your client’s customers.  Who are your client’s top 10 customers?  What percent of the 
client’s annual revenues come from those top 10 customers?  What actions does your client take to ensure 
they retain those key customers?  Do you have a solution that could help your client retain those key 
customers? 

You can also easily obtain information about your client’s key competitors. Who are your client’s top three 
competitors? What competitive advantage does each of those competitors have? What competitive 
advantage does your client have? What percent of market share does your client have? What is your client 
doing to secure future competitive advantage? Do you have a solution that would enable your client to 
achieve a level of competitive advantage against those competitors? 

The last level of learning is the client executive himself. You’ll get to know and understand him both 
personally and professionally as the relationship grows. As you see them navigate the political structures of 
the organization, you’ll get a better understanding of their psyche and how to successfully sell your ideas 
and get them across effectively. At this level of client learning, you are in a unique position to provide 
extraordinary value to the executive and his company. 

Harness the power of the internet to assist in this process and take advantage of the opportunity to be 
prepared with some high-level and, perhaps, provocative questions for the first meeting that confirms to the 
executive that you have done your homework.  Make sure you don't overlook the power of social media in 
this preparation process.  For example, use LinkedIn as a vehicle to develop your knowledge of the client 
executive.  Find out whose connected to the executive who you may know (and be able to contact), details 
about the executive's background (education and past jobs) that may also help you, as well as the 
executive's detailed profile.  Use Google to develop a search on the client executive - for articles they may 
have written, positions they have taken within the industry, and other content.  In addition, make certain that 
your own profile on LinkedIn is complete and professional - many executives will do their own research on 
you, before they even meet with you.    
 
Senior executives don’t expect to have to educate salespeople about the organization the salesperson is 
calling on. They expect salespeople to have a certain level of knowledge about the industry, the client’s 
company as well as the executive's key business issues.  
 
4.  Conduct an effective initial face-to-face meeting with the executive  
 
Prove to the executive that you have done your homework and have some insights that could deliver value 
to the executive. Most importantly, you need to be thinking about how you will open the meeting -- what 
you’ll say after “milk and two sugars, please.” Develop an understanding of the client’s internal or external 
business drivers -- those pressures that create the need for change -- perhaps, the need for a new solution 
or a new approach. That’s where sales opportunities initially get forged. 
  
In research conducted with CXO-level executives who were asked about their relationships with 
professional salespeople -- see Selling to the C-Suite, published by McGraw-Hill -- executives said they 
expect salespeople to be prepared for their meetings with them. Executives use their first personal meeting 
with a salesperson to qualify the salesperson, just as the salesperson is trying to qualify the executive.  
  
A dialogue with a senior-level client executive can lead to the development of a key initiative that the 
executive will fund because of the significant potential payback. Senior executives have a company-wide 
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view of problems and issues and are often looking for those solutions that challenge the prevailing point of 
view; especially the views of those executives who report directly to them. 
 
In his book, All for One: 10 Strategies for Building Trusted Client Partnerships, Andrew Sobel outlines the 
four objectives of an initial meeting with a client executive, as follows: 
 

 Establish rapport quickly 
 Confirm your understanding of the executive's key business issues 
 Demonstrate some level of capability 
 Create next steps that involve the executive 

 

If, after meeting with the executive, she sends you down to a lower-level executive within her organization, 
don't push back - but make certain you do the following: 
 

 Ask the executive for an introduction to the person, because this is far better that you having to call 
them cold.  You can also leverage the fact that a senior client executive sent you to talk to them    

 Ask them what they hope you will achieve with their subordinate, and what additional people are 
suited to have the discussion with you.  Turn it into a networking opportunity 

 Ask to re-connect with the executive to review how what you hear from their subordinate(s) 
compares to the level of readiness in other companies you've solved the same problem for.  
Executives typically like to know how their company benchmarks, so use the occasion to 
demonstrate your value as someone with insight beyond their silo walls    

 

The lesson to be learned: Being sent down to lower-level executives can gain you credibility with them - 
and, in return, it can gain you credibility with the executive who sent you down to them. 
 
Here's an example extracted from my book, Selling to the C-Suite:  
 

My customer was number three in the check printing business, and volume had been increasing 
dramatically. Flush with funds, the CEO saw a window of opportunity to improve their manufacturing 
process and get ahead of their competitors. But most employees didn’t see this vision and were 
content to increase capacity in an incremental fashion. Bidding for that work would have done little to 
help the customer, and would have been low value for me and my company. I suggested an in-depth 
study of their manufacturing process and asked the CEO who was the best person to show me how it 
really worked.  
 
He suggested I contact a manufacturing manager who was not a decision-maker, but was clearly 
trusted by the CEO. In fact he’d been challenged to develop new solutions in the manufacturing 
process. I agreed to spend time with him, on the proviso that the CEO introduce me to him and that I  
could return to the CEO to report our findings.  
 
The outcome of the study was a recommendation for a unique process-control computer that could 
manage the check printing process to increase throughput by a factor of 20. The ROI was less than 
12 months, and would provide substantial growth over the next 10 years. In our meeting to review the 
results of the study, the CEO kept nodding positively and then turned to his CFO and asked: “Do you 
see any reason why we shouldn’t do this?” They implemented my proposed solution and a year later 
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they were number two in the market. 
 
 
Lastly, don't enter the initial face-to-face meeting with a C-Suite executive carrying your portfolio of 
PowerPoint slides in an attempt to review your own background and experience, your company's resources 
and your company's vast array of solutions.  You shouldn't need to end the meeting expecting a sale.  Your 
objective in this meeting is to demonstrate your potential value to the C-Suite executive and to give her a 
reason to continue to interface with you and your company.   

5.  Demonstrate a consistent level of integrity and capability over the long-term  

Credibility is the intersection of capability and integrity. Demonstrating both of those traits over the long-
term enables the salesperson to become perceived as a trusted advisor to the executive.  Don’t expect 
credibility to be gained on the initial call. You will have to earn the executive’s trust over a longer period of 
time. In building credibility with executives, you will have to demonstrate both your technical skills and your 
personal integrity, focusing on the client’s business drivers and key business issues, as mentioned earlier. 
Ultimately, you will also have to frame your value in the context of the client’s world. 
 
That said, make certain you follow up with the executive in a responsive and responsible manner to deliver 
on any promises or commitments you made in the initial meeting.  Make certain the executive understands 
that you are the single point of contact - not your manager or the regional sales executive who may have 
accompanied you to the meeting.  Make certain the executive knows that he should contact you for any 
issues that arise with respect to your company.  Hopefully, the executive will be grateful for the ability to 
communicate with you and this will enable you to start establishing a closer relationship with him.  
 
Over the long term, your objective is to become perceived as the trusted advisor to the executive.  When 
you become the trusted advisor of the executive, often the relationship becomes collaborative. In many 
ways, trusted advisors contribute to the client’s success and view that success as critical to their own 
success. They also try to represent the client within their own organization -- continually representing the 
client’s best interests. If you become perceived as a trusted advisor by the client executive, there is a good 
chance that the relationship can become collaborative. If that happens, the executive will begin to find ways 
to help you, and that can be demonstrated by actions the executive implements both inside and outside 
their own organization.  
 
  

6. Consistently communicate your value to the executive 

 
After your solution has been installed and delivering value to the client, make certain that you communicate 
that value to the executive. Don’t assume that the executive fully understands the value your solution has 
delivered. In fact, take it a step further and find a way to consistently communicate your value on an 
ongoing basis, using the client’s metrics and terminology. Make certain the executive fully understands your 
value contribution -- the value you have continuously delivered to the client organization.  
  
Going back to the research we conducted with CXO-level executives, when asked when they get involved 
in the steps of the buying process, those executives overwhelmingly said that they get involved at the 
beginning of the buying process to outline the project's objectives and at the end of the process to measure 
the results. Communicating your value to the executive is a free ticket to another (very positive) interaction 
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with an executive. During this type of meeting, you can also take the opportunity to discuss your value 
contribution to the executive and to the executive’s organization; thereby, solidifying why they should 
continue doing business with you and your company.  
 

Summary 

 

Working with C-suite executives is not rocket science. Most often, those executives are looking for the 
value that salespeople can deliver to them, rather than the salesperson’s rank in the sales organization. 
Use the six steps described here as a framework to the way you interface with C-Suite executives. 
Internalize this process and put it into action in a structured, repeatable fashion. Review this process during 
your interactions with C-Suite executives to make certain you don’t deviate from it or miss any steps. Most 
importantly, take the time to review these steps with your manager or other sales executives to determine if 
they have any additional suggestions that can help you leverage your relationships with C-Suite executives. 
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