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I can imagine your reaction upon
seeing the title of this chapter. “Fellman
must have interviewed a woman to
come up with a feminist perspective on
printing/forms/signage/promotional
products sales.” Nope, I didn’t need to
do that, because I am, in fact, a
feminist. I became one on June 12,
1985, the day my daughter was born.

Like many men of my era, I didn’t
have a whole lot of interest in “women’s
issues” until I had a tiny one of my own
to care about. It was pretty amazing
how my perspective changed, and how
important things like equal opportunity
and equal pay have become. And from
my perspective, the printing/forms/
signage/promotional products
industries — especially on the sales
side of the business — are a pretty
good place for women to be in the early
21st Century.

Customers and Salespeople
I don’t have any formal research to

support this statement, but I think it’s
pretty widely accepted that the majority
of printing/forms/signage/promotional
products buyers are women. It may not
be true that the majority of ultimate
decision-makers are women, but the
people who place the orders certainly
tend to be. The people who take the
orders also tend to be women — a
group which includes both salespeople
and customer service employees.

In the “big press” and “big sign”
world, there’s probably more of a bias
toward men in the sales role and
women in the customer service role.
Happily, in the rest of the industry, that
bias isn’t as strong. In fact, there might
be a bias toward women in the sales
role in these other segments, for two
good reasons and one bad one.

The first good reason is that the
majority of buyers seem to be women.
The second good reason is that women
tend to be less ego-driven and more
empathetic than men. The bad reason
is that women are often more
“affordable” than men — in other words,
their compensation requirements are
often lower, allowing a company to hire
“more woman for the money.” From an
employer’s perspective, of course,
that’s not a bad thing, but it still
offends my feminist sensibilities.

Two Good Reasons
The “two good reasons” are very

much interrelated, but I may have to
take you off on a little tangent to
understand why. That tangent is the
idea that most people hate
salespeople. In truth, I don’t think hate
is the emotion most people feel toward
salespeople, I think it’s fear! They’re
afraid that some slick-talking
salesperson will push them into
making a bad decision!

Men may have less of that fear — or
we may hide it better! — but the
greater empathy of women tends to
make this less of a problem in the first
place. If both men and women are less
afraid of female salespeople — and if
women are more prevalent on the
buying side of the equation — that’s a
pretty strong argument for women in
the selling role!

I realize that what I’m about to say
next might seem discriminatory, but I
want you to read it carefully. If all other
qualifications are equal, I would
choose a woman over a man for a
printing/forms/signage/promotional
products sales job every time. Will all
other qualifications ever be equal?
Probably not. But I do believe that a

“typical” female has an advantage over
a “typical” male in doing this particular
job.

Ego Drive vs. Empathy
In saying that, I draw a distinction

between the two most critical elements
of selling skill — organizational skills
and convincing skills. I draw a further
distinction between convincing skills
and a convincing attitude. In other
words, there’s a difference between
having the ability to bring someone
around to your way of thinking and
having a burning desire to do so. That
burning desire is often referred to as
ego drive, and it’s one of the
characteristics that sales suitability
profiles are designed to measure.
Empathy — defined as the ability to
identify with and understand another
person’s feelings or difficulties — is
another of those characteristics.

For most employers, the perfect
sales candidate would possess both
strong empathy and a strong ego drive.
Unfortunately, perfect candidates have
proven to be relatively few and far
between, especially at the lower
ranges of the compensation scale.
What employers generally get is a
choice, either empathy or ego drive,
and my observation is that most of the
high empathy/low ego drive candidates
seem to be women, while most of the
low empathy/high ego drive candidates
seem to be men.

So the question is, which is more
important? My answer is that I’ve had
lots of success teaching high empathy/
low ego drive salespeople to be more
assertive. In other words, I’ve been
able to develop their convincing skills
even without a strong convincing
attitude, just by giving them the



confidence to ask the right questions
and press a little harder for answers.

To put that another way, I’ve
observed that the ego-driven need to
convince sometimes gets in the way of
a relationship sale. The real artists in
printing/forms/signage/promotional
products sales identify pain and
problems and offer pain and problem
relief. Along with that, they force their
prospects and customers to consider
that they do have pain and problems —
that’s where the assertiveness comes
in! The end result is that, with guidance
from the salesperson, the prospects
and customers ultimately convince
themselves!

One of my coaches back in high
school had a favorite saying, that
there’s no one tougher than a tough
gentleman. He was trying to teach us
that we could be both good citizens
and successful competitors. I think
there’s a very direct application of that
philosophy to this discussion. In
selling, there’s no one better
positioned for success than an
assertive empath.

R-E-S-P-E-C-T
As I mentioned earlier, I don’t think

hate is the emotion most people feel
toward salespeople, but it’s certainly
true that the sales profession lacks
respect in our society. Yes, the serious
and talented salespeople gain the
respect of both their customers and
prospects and their employers, but that
respect has to be earned — and then
some!

By that, I mean it’s not enough to
wait and hope for respect. Serious and
talented salespeople demand respect,
in both obvious and sometimes not-so-
obvious ways. Here’s an “obvious”
example. One of my clients told me a
story once about a customer who’d
gotten more than 60 days behind on
his account, and has promised
payment several times without coming
through. “Fred,” this salesperson said,
“I think I’ve worked pretty hard to earn
your business, and you know that I’ve
done a lot of things over the years that
have made you look good. Right now,
you’re making me look bad. I don’t
want to go back to my boss again and
make a promise that you’re not going
to keep, so how about taking care of
this today.” He left with a check — and

with very high confidence that he’ll
continue to be the primary printer for
this customer. “Sometimes, you’ve just
got to explain the rules,” the
salesperson told me. “It’s a respect
thing.”

Please note the masculine pronoun.
Yes, this was one of my male clients,
but is there any reason why a female
salesperson couldn’t have handled this
situation the same way? Male or
female, it’s still a “respect thing” —
and respect is not a function of gender
unless we let it be.

Here’s a not-so-obvious example of
demanding respect. I teach all of my
clients to use both their first and last
names and their company name when
introducing themselves or leaving
messages. I put special emphasis on
this point for my female clients,
though, because I don’t want them
doing anything that might diminish the
perception of their professionalism.
With established customers, I tell
them, it might be OK to be “Sally from
Superior,” but with anyone you’re not
very well established with, I want you
to be “Sally Smith from Superior
Graphics.”

This may seem like a small thing,
but as I’ve written throughout this book,
little things in selling strategy and
technique often make big differences.

The Sex Thing
Here’s some very important advice

for women in sales, especially young
women: Never flirt! You may think it’s
harmless, but I’ve seen and heard of far
too many situations where “innocent”
flirting led to serious problems, ranging
from stress in important customer
relationships to sexual harassment
complaints. That’s not to say that a
salesperson can’t enter into a romantic
relationship with a customer or
prospect — although there is some
business risk in those situations too.
What I’m talking about here is any
suggestion that sex might be traded for
business.

Within just the last few months, I’ve
had three of my clients tell me that the
reason they weren’t getting any
business from a particular prospect
was that the buyer was sleeping with a
salesperson from another company.
True? Who knows. Talked about?
Certainly! A while ago, one of the guys

I play basketball with was telling a
story about a salesperson who’s been
calling on him. “I’m pretty sure I can
nail her if I give her the order,” he said.
(That story, by the way, was part of my
motivation for including this segment in
the book. And I apologize if the explicit
language offends anyone, but that’s
exactly what he said!)

I tell my female clients — and my
daughter! — to keep as much distance
as possible between themselves and
any dangerous or compromising
situation. Flirting might be fun, and it
may seem harmless, but it doesn’t
belong in a professional’s business
behavior!

By the way, I tell all my young male
clients exactly the same thing!

Final Thoughts
Here’s one more piece of advice I

give to my female clients. In many
cities, there are “Women In Sales”
clubs or networking groups, and if
there is one in your area, I would
encourage you to check in out. I have
mixed emotions about the value of
networking groups in general — you’ll
read about that in the next chapter —
but I’ve also observed that some of
these women-only groups work pretty
well. For women who own printing/
forms/signage/promotional products
firms, you should also consider the
National Association of Women
Business Owners (NAWBO).

Sell More Printing is available at
www.davefellman.com, and also at
amazon.com. Check out the Sell More
Printing Fan Page on Facebook, where
Dave posts “flashbacks” to columns
he’s written for printing industry trade
publications over the last 20 years.


