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PRAGMATIC SKILLS FOR PROFESSIONALS SERIES: 

STEP 4: RECOMMENDING CHANGE AKA SELLING YOUR IDEAS 
 

 

If you have a professional expertise and need to deliver that expertise to real people, you‟re in the right place. If 

you are in IT, finance, HR, R & D, or safety; or you are an engineer, a scientist, a public affairs advisor, an 

economist, a medical professional—any kind of professional—this series of articles has lots of practical advice to 

help you deliver your expertise to real, human users—customers or managers inside or outside your organization. 

We think it best to think of these users as your clients. 
 

My name is Murray Hiebert. I am the author of a bestselling book and workshop called Powerful Professionals: 

Leveraging Your Expertise with Clients. Along with a number of associates, we have presented over 1,000 

workshops around the world to over 14,000 professionals like you. With a workshop survey, we have gathered 

information from about 60,000 users of expertise like yours. We know the practical skills that will help you be 

successful as a professional. Also I have been there with you. I was an internal consultant—an expert 

professional—in a one of the world‟s largest corporations. 

 

Recommending Your Ideas and Proposals—that is, Change 
 

In this brief article, I want to introduce you to the 4
th
 step 

of the Expertise Delivery process or consulting model, 

Recommending Change. Let me briefly recap the context 

for this step.  
 

In Step 1, by asking great questions you clarified and 

confirmed the underlying business need with your client. 

In Step 2, you clarified how you and your client will deal 

with that need. In step 3, you gathered more information 

and researched the need in preparation for 

recommendations for your clients.  
 

So that gets us to Step 4, Recommending Change, where 

you want to go back to the client or clients and 

recommend an optimal solution(s) to the need and ask for 

a commitment to change. So what‟s the problem? The 

problem is that most professionals are unskilled at selling 

their recommendations—not to mention that many do not like the idea of “selling.” And amazingly, our 60,000 

strong 360 Client Service survey tells us clients want to be sold to! In our workshops, participants tell stories of 

managers who say “If this is such a good idea, sell me on it.” We call persuasion or selling the Grand Canyon of 

professional skills because of the huge chasm between being greatly valued by clients and yet, from our survey 

database, poorly done. In our workshops we ask “How many of you have ever taken a workshop on selling?” 

Typically, very few; that‟s why you will benefit from a professional selling model. 
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Selling Your Ideas 
 

When we ask workshop participants “What comes to mind when I say the word „salesman‟,” the answers tend to 

be very negative with “used cars,” “sleazy,” and the like. Against this negative perception is that nothing happens 

in organizations unless someone sells others on change. So our model must be professional—one that avoids the 

negative stereotypes (and they are stereotypes!)—and helps your recommendations get the attention they deserve.  
 

Once again, the idea is not that our selling process would be followed rigorously; it needs to be adapted to your 

situation. Although selling can begin a consulting project, let‟s assume that you are in a Board Room with a few 

managers, rather than one client we have been assuming in earlier modules. Let‟s also assume you have been 

following the 5-step model to step 4 with a well-researched recommendation and a 15 minute time slot. 
 

The Professional Selling Wheel 
 

All professional sales references say that you must start by establishing or re-establishing rapport with the people 

around the table. This needn‟t take long, perhaps a brief backgrounder or, a quick round of introductions or more 

subtly, establishing eye contact — but you do need to do this. In Stage 1, Establishing Credibility and Rapport, I 

acknowledge that you may know everyone in the room, and thus the use of “re-“ in our Wheel. 
 

In Stage 2, you want to remind 

people of the need—why you are 

here, the business need. If you have 

done a good job of the first part of 

the 5-step of the Expertise Delivery 

model, this just needs to be a 

reminder. But you do need to remind 

people of why you are here—to 

solve a business need or capture an 

opportunity. There are 2 reasons 

why this brief but important step 

needs to happen: 

 You want to establish 

yourself as a business 

partner by expressing the 

need, rather than a “techie” 

professional pushing a 

professional deliverable. 

 Managers are busy. One 

senior manager who came to 

a workshop said that she 

will have dealt with 100s of 

issues in as little as a week. “Remind me why we are here.” 
 

In Stage 3, you briefly present your data and analysis. Given my own technical background, I like to tease 

engineers by asking “How much of a typical engineering presentation is data and analysis?” Answers range 

between 50 and 95%!! My retort, with ensuing groans, is that there are 6 stages in the selling wheel so more that 

1/6 of the time for data and analysis is too much! This stage typically is given too much time, to the detriment of 

the others. 
 

In Stage 4, you need to sell your best option or options. If you have taken a class, or read a book on selling, they 

will all distinguish between Features and Benefits. In essence, a feature is what the product or service does; a 

benefit is the payoff for having that feature. The reasons for making this distinction are: 

 First, the more you love and like what you do professionally, the more you want to tell people about the 

wonderful features of your recommendation—the “bells and whistles.” For example, in these articles I 
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promote my book, Powerful Professionals, as a source of more detail. When asked about it, I, the 

“techie” author, will tell you about all the information, checklists, models, worksheets, etc. that are in it, 

that is, its features. What really sells you are the benefits, that, is how it will pragmatically help you be a 

more successful professional. In other words, most of you are less interested in the theory of consulting, 

much more interested how consulting skills can help you be more effective—the benefits. 

 The second reason for distinguishing between features and benefits is what I call a “preposterous 

statement”—something that seems odd when you hear it for the
 
first time. Let me try one on you—“The 

more you love and like what you are doing, the harder it is to think of benefits from the client‟s point-of-

view.” A book I will recommend later for further skill enhancement calls this “the curse of knowledge.” 

In fact, as professionals, we internalize the benefits—as the slogan in McDonalds restaurants “I‟m Lovin‟ 

It,” and my clients should as well. In fact, it may seem condescending to make the benefits explicit 

because they are so obvious to you. Remember it‟s the benefits, payoffs, or advantages that really sell.  
 

A Benefits Checklist 
 

To help you “think outside your professional box” about benefits, below is a benefits checklist Warning: You 

need to use benefits sparingly, ones that resonate with and are tailored to your clients. 
 

Economic Benefits:  
 Increased revenue 

 Greater return on investment 

 Increased cash flow 

 Ease of financing 

 Shorter payout time 

 Higher cost/benefit ratio 

 Tax advantages 

 Higher efficiency 

 Higher productivity of labor 

 More competitive 

 High growth potential 

 

Cost Benefits:  

 Minimized project costs 

 Minimized design costs 

 Minimized capital costs 

 Minimized operating costs 

 Minimized maintenance costs 

 Within budget 

 Reduced inventory 

 

Resource Benefits 
 Increased productivity 

 Reduced number of people needed 

 Minimization of labor required 

 Reduced training time 

 Maximized use of in-house 
resources 

 Fewer outside resources required 

 

People Benefits:  
 Increased commitment and 

ownership 

 Ease of change 

People Benefits (cont.): 
 Minimum change required of people 

 Make jobs easier or more enjoyable 

 Ease of operation 

 User friendly 

 Enhanced quality of worklife 

 

Values, Principles Benefits: 
 Fit within corporate values and 

principles 

 Fit with organizational culture 

 Support for organizational 
direction/ strategy 

 Ethically/legally correct 

 

Customer/Client Benefits: 
 Increased customer service 

 Increased sales/revenue 

 Response to customer needs/ 
requests 

 

Quality Benefits: 
 Increased quality 

 Fewer rejects 

 System highly reliable 

 Reduced losses 

 Underlying causes eliminated 

 Well researched 

 

Service Benefits: 
 Ease of servicing/maintaining 

 Availability of after-implementation 
service 

 Availability of trouble shooters 

 Availability of replacement parts 

Environmental/Safety Benefits: 
 No adverse environmental impact 

 Enhanced environment 

 Enhanced safe operation 

 Reduction of health problems 

 Ergonomically correct 

 

Timing Benefits: 
 Project completed on time 

 Fits well with other initiatives 

 Minimized time to production 

 Minimized time to market 

 

Technical Benefits: 
 Increased throughput 

 Decreased downtime 

 Greater reliability 

 Anticipated future needs/ 
upgradeable 

 Support for future technological 
directions 

 

Interfacing/Planning Benefits: 
 Well planned   

 Easily meshed with existing 
systems/ compatible  

 Application in other areas 

 Implementation is not disruptive of 
normal operations   

 Risks assessed and manageable 

 Contingency plans in place 

 

Image Benefits: 
 Enhanced organizational image 

 Enhanced employee pride 

 Enhanced employee morale 

 Seen as leading edge 
 

 

Back to our Selling Wheel, as we present the benefits of our recommendations, clients naturally think of the 

downsides and risks. This topic and its skills are so important that they deserve a separate article—Dealing with 
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Reservations and Resistance. I hope you read it. To encourage you to read the article, let me point out one feature 

of the article. Most consulting is common sense put into words, successfully dealing with resistance requires you 

to go against your intuition and human nature.  
 

That leaves the last step of the Selling Wheel—Change Plan and Close. Again, if you take a class or read a book 

on professional selling, they will emphasize the need to close the sale. In large organizations, often the people in 

the room can‟t make the final decision on the spot, so you need to make explicit the next steps. Remember a 

consulting principle, the most common reason for clients not taking action is because they weren‟t explicitly 

asked to! 
 

Summing Up 
 

To recap—Step 4: Recommending Change is the Grand Canyon of consulting skills. It is highly 

valued; yet poorly done. Isn‟t it a shame that your good work—good for your organization, good 

for your clients, and, let face it, good for you—doesn‟t get implemented because you weren‟t able 

to sell your clients on the change. As typical with all these topics, there are so many more 

strategies and techniques to share with you. Besides the usual practical models and skills in the 

Powerful Professionals book and workshops, I can recommend 2 great references: 

 Made to Stick. If you want to jazz up your presentations AND make your 

recommendations stick, this book is highly recommended.  

 The SPIN Selling Handbook. The techniques we spoke of in this article are for small to 

medium changes. If you need to sell a large change, this practical book will very helpful. 
 

Finally, if your recommendations need to be sold to a diverse group of stakeholders, check out my 

article, Complex Stakeholder Systems. 
 

I hope this article has been helpful and that I see you again. 
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