The Dallas Morning News Interviews Andrew Sobel

Generalists tend to do better
than specialists, expert says

By Victor Godinez
Staff Writer of The Dallas Morning News

The biggest mistake
that salespeople, consul-
tants and corporate man-
agers make is to overspe-
cialize, consultant
Andrew Sobel says.

“Clients start out like
that, saying, ‘I do need an
expert in this area.” But,
ultimately, they stick with

: . the professionals who pro-
Andrew Sobel  vide synthesis, a big pic-
ture view, more than just expertise,” said Mr.
Sobel, who recently outlined his plan for sales
success in the book Clients for Life.

The book, written with fellow consultant
Jagdish Sheth, says that many professionals
think they can dazzle their clients with factual
information, although most clients value advis-
ers who ask insightful questions and can talk
about a variety of subjects and demonstrate
personal conviction.

Mr. Sobel was in Dallas recently to speak to
students at Southern Methodist University. He
addressed the myths and realities of client rela-
tionships. After the talk, Mr. Sobel sat down
for an interview with The Dallas Morning
News. Excerpts follow:

Q, In Clients for Life, you talk about de-
+ bunking some of the myths about the cli-

ent/professional relationship and what it takes

to keep clients for life. What are some of those

myths?

A “I think one of the main myths is that it
+ is enough to pick a field you like and

then specialize in it. .

“Another myth a ot of people have about
top executives is that they have access to the
‘best advisers, the best minds in the world. Yet,
when we spoke to CEOs, many lamented being
unable to find outside professionals who com-
bined the kind of good judgmént they sought in
‘tandem with devotion to the client’s interests.

“The third myth, or set of myths, is that our
role with clients is to provide answers, convey
expertise and be an authority in a narrow sub-
ject matter. The truth is that clients treasure
synthesis more than analysis, a ‘deep general-
ist’ more than a narrow specialist, someone
who asks great questlons in addition to provid-
ing answers, and so on.”

Q, You cite several famous advisers and
+ professionals in your book. What quali-
ties do you think they had in common to make
them so valuable to their students, leaders and
clients?
A “Actually, they all present some aspect
+ of the attributes that we mention in the
book. Aristotle, for example, exemplified the
learner, while [Gen.] George Marshall [who
created the Marshall Plan for European recov-
ery after World War II] demonstrated great per-
sonal conviction and Thomas More [the Catho-
lic prelate who refused to support Henry VIII’s,
first divorce] had that selfless independence.

“Another important attribute is the mindset
of independent wealth. If you go into the rela-
tionship with a feeling of affluence, then you
don’t let money become the driving force. It’s
much easier to say no to a client that way.”

. For which sorts of professionals and

+ salespeople would you say these quali-
ties are relevant today?
A, “This is not just for salespeople. It’s for

+ anyone_who develops any kind of busi-
ness relationship with a client. By ‘client’ I
don’t mean the person in Albertson’s buying
milk. That’s a customer. A client is someone
who represents an organization and requires
guidance in finding the best solutions for their
company.

“While that has gotten to be more important
over the last few years, it’s also gotten harder.
With so much information easily available to
the client in the form of the Internet, you have
to go beyond simply providing a narrow exper-
tise and be able to synthesize that information
into a broad vi - that helps the client to do
business.” :



