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Improve Your Commercial Skill Set: 
 

Objective: 

The aim of the project is to contribute to and improve career outcomes for ambitious 
engineers who are interested / motivated to advance their careers and/or take more 
responsibility within the companies in which they are employed. 
 
Sector:     Retail / Manufacturing / Engineering 

Project Outcome:    Professional development  

 
The Project: 
 
“The Company is in trouble, the MD is feeling the pressure – there is one young lad 
on the staff who has impressed, has a good work ethic and gets the job done - a long 
shot but he has to do something. 
The MD calls the young engineer, John Finder, to his office and gives him the task to 
attract some new customers.” 
 
“Work with John Finder as he is guided by "Mac" and tries to turn the fortunes 
of his company.”  
 
“John is tasked in the form of challenging modules.” 

 
The project is delivered in self contained projects 
 

i. Module 1 Where to start? 
ii. Module 2 What is the Company Value? 
iii. Module 3 Attracting the customer. 
iv. Module 4 Strategic development 

 

Module approach: Engineers taking the modules will be presented with a 
company which has been successfully trading for a number of 
years but now finds itself in financial difficulties and under 
pressure from its bank. The bank has made it clear that if the 
company is to obtain the finance it requires it must present a 
credible plan to bring it back under control. 
The modules to be presented are a pro-active approach to 
solving the above company’s problem. 
. 
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Company Commentary: 

 

The market has been falling for some time with competition increasing.  
The company’s self belief in its product has in many ways constrained their thinking 
relating to the competitive market. This has resulted in a loss of market share. 
 

Bank’s Abbreviated Financial Analysis: 

 
The bank’s financial analysis demonstrates the company status: 
 

 Overhead stable. 
 Material cost increase +5% 
 Product quality excellent. 
 Sales volume down -20% 
 Cash flow negative. 

 

Company Review:  

 
The Company needs to respond to the bank in a positive, realistic and timely manner 
to ensure on-going financial support. The MD undertakes a considered review of the 
Company situation with a view to formulating an achievable recovery plan.  
 
The MD briefs the company on the financial situation and the Bank’s report.  
It is a very difficult situation and a report will be formulated for the bank but - in the  
“Short term” the company needs to get more customers “QUICKLY”. If this can be 
achieved in the short term it will buy the Company time to develop longer term 
solutions.  
 
Unfortunately the highly experienced sales manager has been hospitalised with a 
serious condition. He will not be available to the Company any time in the near 
future. The MD is feeling the pressure – there is one young lad on the staff who has 
impressed, has a good work ethic and gets the job done - a long shot but he has to 
do something. 
 
The MD calls the young engineer, John Finder, to his office and gives him the task to 
attract some new customers. The MD explains he has no option but to task him with 
this important project. “Your work has impressed me and I am sure you are up to the 
challenge. You have shown a lot of initiative so we are relying on you to get some 
new customers”.   
 
The discussion took John aback and raised huge doubts in him. John’s immediate 
thoughts were pretty straightforward, “I’m comfortable with a few equations but this is 
a different ball park! What the heck do I do next”? 
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Module 1:  
 

Where to start?  

 
John starts to research his task. 
It became immediately obvious that to date, the sales team had singularly failed to 
attract any new customers. There was also a noticeable lack of anything but the 
simplest market/customer information within the company. Things did not look good. 
  
Concern was growing within John - this was well out of his comfort zone. As he 
ferreted through the company information reality crept in and a deeper despair 
developed. 
Not a good day and it finished badly. John walked to his local; a quick one early 
doors seemed a good idea. 
It wasn’t requested but his gloom was broken by his mate Alan Ruddy – a one off - 
his unkempt crop of tank black hair and permanent six o’clock shadow easily earned 
him his nick name “Blacky “. “You look rough tonight. Looks like you have the 
problems of the world on your shoulders” he quipped “let me get you one in”.  
John caressed his second pint explaining his predicament.  
“Hmm” Blacky mused “quite a problem, well outside my experience but I do have a 
contact who may be able to give you a hand. Older lad works with disadvantaged 
people helping them with the internet, name is Colin. Got to know him through a 
contact when I needed an office desk for the house – he makes his own furniture. He 
seemed pretty knowledgeable when he dealt with me. I think it could be worth talking 
the issue through with him”.  
A telephone call later, a meeting was set up for the following Monday. 
Monday came; John made his way across town. It was a dank evening which 
mirrored John’s mood.  
Colin McVey was a tall lad with an experienced kind of face and an obvious restricted 
left side. A brief chat with him gave John a bit of a boost. Turns out Colin was an ex 
big hitter in a previous existence but had to opt out when he hit stress buffers. Cost 
him a big chunk of his mobility.  
 
Formalities concluded, “Mac”, as Colin preferred to be called, listened attentively to 
John’s issues. Mac ruminated on the issues conveyed, eventually responding. 
“Young John you have got yourself a very interesting problem. It’s some time since I 
have been involved in this type of issue. Can’t get involved directly but will give you a 
hand from the sidelines, will be good exercise for the brain cells”. 
 
John felt some of the pressure lift. This was positive but time pressures were very 
real. “Well what do I do next? I need to push on.”  
 
“Easy John, let’s start at the beginning”, cautioned Mac. “Let’s start by looking at the 
problem and put it in some sort of order”.  
From John’s preamble relating the company’s issues it was clear to Mac that John 
was green to the issues he needed to resolve to assist his company.  
Mac was head down concentrating on the immediate issues. He needed to clarify 
what John had to undertake. “Ok – Market first; you need to understand the market 
you are serving and where you stand in the market. When you have a handle on that 
you can set about taking the next step”.  
Mac gave John a quick “heads up” on the market issues – “What you need to come 
to terms with is that a market is not an exact entity. There is no requirement for 
companies to divulge information regarding their business”.  
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 The Market issues: 

 What is the market? 

 Market size? 

 Major players? 

 Company market position? 
 
John was bemused. “How then do we get the info?” 
 
Mac responded “If you want information you have to work hard for it, the market will 
not yield it voluntarily. Despite these challenges, market size estimates and forecasts 
will form a critical component of your company’s future current tactics”.  
 
This still rankled with John “But why do we need this if the buyer is only interested in 
the price of our product?” 
 
Mac was measured “John, this project is by no means a gimme. You need to have a 
clear picture of your company, it’s standing in the market. Your tactics and approach 
are dependent on this information. Buyers will ask for key information and will 
investigate your company’s status prior to deciding on your suitability to supply. Your 
market research can help answer the key questions most buyers or indeed new 
customers have about the company”.  
Mac eyeballed John “So my advice is to get on with defining the market issues”.  
There was a bit of a pause and Mac cut off any further protests saying “Quicker you 
start the quicker you finish”.  
This was a “Mac” quip John was to become very familiar with. 
 

See Module 1 workbook  
 
Where to Start? 
 

The Market issues: 
What is the market? 
Market size? 
Major players? 
Company market position? 
 
Market issues investigated: 
 
Company corporate profile 
Identify competitive companies 
Database development 
Competitor Data Capture 
Review: finance centres v production centres 
Market Determination 
Segmentation 
Company Ranking 
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Module 2:       
  

What is the Company Value? 

 
The pace Mac set for John was scary. John’s application was as 
his MD had predicted, but, the project’s element of task was 
punishing.  
Mac was becoming more of a necessary anchor and John was well roped on. 
 
John’s telecom update with the MD was not good. The bank was moving to increase 
the pressure on the company requiring some firm information on timescales for 
delivery of the report.  
The MD was fending off the pressure. The report was well advanced, but, the key 
aspect centred on the machine asset he had already discussed with the bank. This 
would cut manufacturing costs but was predicated on increased sales. The MD was 
feeling the heat - his house was the company’s principal guarantee. 
 
There was no good news from John although he did have some sort of handle on the 
company’s market status. Enlarging on it with the MD would not have increased 
either’s confidence that sales were about to materialise. John badly needed to 
generate some good news.    
 
John brought the info he had gathered on the Market Issues for Mac’s perusal. 
 
“Pretty impressive young John” beamed Mac “now you have something to build on”  
 
John was already wobbling under the workload and very aware of the time 
pressures. He really needed to push on and his impatience showed.  
 
Mac sensed John’s situation and tried to bring him back to real time. “Now you have 
to think about the buyer and what you have to put in place prior to making your first 
approach to him.  You need to get yourself into the correct ball park.” 
 
“I can set up a team to call them and get on with making first contact” blurted John.  
 
Mac looked at him shaking his head. “Do that and it is unlikely you will achieve a 
single contact”. Mac was concerned for John; with the pressure he was under it was 
difficult to keep himself in check. “John you have got to understand - These buyers 
you are trying to contact are tasked with cost reduction without sacrificing product 
integrity. In many situations this is achieved by reducing their supplier base not 
increasing it, and certainly not taking on untried new suppliers. So prior to knocking 
doors you need to develop a solid base for our approach”. 
 
John groaned; he was totally lost. He had little idea what Mac was on about. “Mac, 
you are telling me this is an impossible task!” John’s head dropped “With all these 
barriers I have no chance even to have a telephone discussion with them. Surely 
they will at least speak to me first?”  
 
Mac was patient and tried again to set the scene “John your prospective buyer 
nowadays is a well trained animal. He is well versed on his subject, well remunerated 
and incentivised to reduce his costs. Not easy to impress.” Mac tried to keep his 
explanation as objective as possible. “He currently has suppliers supplying on time, 
at cost, to quality and possibly financing further efficiencies in their supply 
obligations. 
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So if you are not in that Ball Park there is no point in even trying to contact the buyer, 
he will quickly eliminate you and your opportunity is gone. 
You have to know how you are going to make your approach.  
The work you have completed relating to the market issues will form part of the 
foundations of your approach.” 
 
John showed is inexperience “Mac I don’t understand - what exactly do I have to do 
to interest a new customer?”  
 
Mac rubbed his chin and said “OK sell your best product to me – the floor is yours!” 
 
John was taken aback by this sudden change in direction but quickly gathered 
himself. John launched into his pitch. “Right – missing out the nice preamble, our self 
retracting piston is the best quality on the market. We will offer it to you at a 15% 
discount on your best price. We can supply any volume required and in certain cases 
our engineers can customise the performance to suit your operational requirements”   
 
Mac smiled. “John, given that you missed the nice preamble that was a confident try, 
but all you have told me is that you are desperate. As a buyer I cannot expose my 
company to any unnecessary risk irrespective of price, hence I would not want to 
deal with a company which has obvious operating issues. Your nice preamble would 
not have altered my assessment”. 
 
John was totally depressed – drained. 
 
Mac cut John a bit of slack with a measured comment. “John, you need sales, 
therefore you need to interest a buyer. To do this you must understand what VALUE 
would interest the buyer and what objections he may have to your product”. 
Mac let John absorb the statement. 
 
Value! What is Mac on about; this was another completely new issue. “But value is 
price and quality,” John retorted 
 
“Not only price and quality” countered Mac “You need to try to understand the 
psychology of the buyer. You will be confronted with factual and emotional 
objections. To counter these you must prepare a value proposition for your 
company”. 
 
Mac had got John’s attention. “What is a value proposition?” 
 
Mac paused a little and responded with his unusual accuracy “This is something you 
have got to really understand - A value proposition encapsulates what is offered by 
the seller to the buyer. Both MUST relate to the value offered. If this is not the case 

you will not make a successful sale”. 
 
John thought for a moment “Wow that’s pretty deep. Value Proposition! How do I get 
a value proposition?” 
 
Mac was trying to keep the value concept easy to grip “Like any other problem you 
solve it methodically. Step by step, issue by issue.” 
 
Mac started to set out the key issues: 
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Psychology of the Buyer   

 Emotional objection 

 Factual objection 

Company Capabilities 

 Construct all capabilities 

 Key capabilities identified 

 Order identified capabilities 

Develop Value Proposition 

 

 Ordered capabilities 

 Key values offered 

 Stated VP 
 
John observed the list with some dismay – another pile of work. Emotional buyers; 
what next!  
“That’s a tough call – it’s going to take a fair bit of my time – time I don’t have”. 
 
Mac looked at John anticipating his thought process and quipped “Quicker you start 
the quicker you finish”.  
 
A wry smile broke on John’s face. 
 

See Module 2 workbook  
 
What is the Company Value? 

 
Psychology of the Buyer  
Company Capabilities 
Develop Value proposition 
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Module 3:  

Attracting the Customer 

 

 

The Bank’s presence was ominous, the 
pressure intense, continuous. The atmosphere 
in the company was tense – anxious. The 
weather gave no ground, continued its 
cheerless path, remorselessly testing the very 
resolve of the most positive at the company. Things looked black; employees were 
losing faith, there was little to cheer them. Good news – any news was badly needed. 
John, who had for days hardly moved from the confines of the factory, stuck to his 
task, built the profiles that would hopefully morph into something recognisable as a 
company value. 
John blindly followed Mac’s methodology – he had no option; this was unfamiliar 
ground. 
The effort had stretched John in every direction. Building the base information, trying 
to hold and motivate his colleagues, to keep contributing, filling in the info gaps that 
regularly appeared. Eventually it was completed. 
John’s engineering mentality was very evident as he assembled the developed 
information into a documented set. He re-read the set again, not really sure he had 
achieved what Mac had set out, but it was now in a presentable form. 
 
Mac took the pack and observed John. It was obvious he had not slept much in the 
last few days. He took some care to review the work taking time over each individual 
section. It was apparent John had not taken on board the quality of buyer he would 
be meeting – work to be done there. 
The company capability was well developed; John’s understanding was strong in this 
section. The interpretation of Company VALUE required work. 
The day had moved on, dinner providing a welcome respite. Mac and John chatted. 
Mac carefully talking positively about his work, but, letting him down softly that more 
work was needed relating to his assessment of values. This had to be tackled now. 
 
The value reassessment took a further arduous day. Mac continued to impress on 
John the importance of understanding the concept of VALUE. John did not easily 
grasp the detail of Mac’s probing analysis of the presentation. That this is important 
was constantly reiterated by Mac. John struggled. But it was eventually finalised. 
John eyes visibly lightened “Thank god for that – now we can get on with calling 
customers. I have already got the team identified. I need to get started” 
 
Mac shook his head “Hold it John – take a little time, customer contact is a process 
like any other. Consider exactly what type of customer contact you are going to 
embark on. You do not have an unlimited budget hence you need to identify your 
target customers. This requires a little more work”. 
 
John could not believe what he was hearing. Another barrier – when is it going to 
end? “Mac what are you saying – the company is sliding and you are telling me I 
cannot contact customers!” 
 
Mac calmly responded “You need to consider another set of parameters – if you don’t 
it will cost you money you don’t have, and waste time - your time”. 
Mac went on “Customers respond to requests in different ways. To have a chance of 
getting a positive response from a customer you need to be delivering a clear and 
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comprehensible request to a potential customer. Technically this will facilitate 
customer qualification. To identify potentially interested customers you need to make 
a few important decisions about the nature of your product distribution. When you 
have done this you can start the customer contact process and you can apply your 
Value Proposition with a bit more confidence”. 
 
Mac continued, “So now you need to give some consideration to key marketing 
issues”: 
 
 Mac’s list was a bit on the formal side but also contained some simple but valuable 
advice:    
   
Mac’s ADVICE: There are only 4 ways to grow any business 

 Increase the number of customers of the type 

you want 

 Increase the number of times the customer 

comes back 

 Increase the average value of each sale 

 Increase the effectiveness of each process in 

the business 

 
75% of the above actions are “Sales/Market” related. Hence it is very important to 
understand your market approach. 

Marketing Issues to be resolved: 

Method of sale:  Routes to Market – Method of sale 

Broadcasting Approach: Method of customer contact 

    Reference information available for the customer 

 Customer Identification: Type of sale, Capture Techniques 

Application of the Value Proposition 

 
Telecommunication approach 

• 30 second opportunity 
• Customer qualification 

Visual Presentation 
• Power Point 
• E-mail communication 
• website 
• Social media 
• Snail mail 

 
 
Digital Marketing: 

o Publish – product information  
o Build – Company image 
o Publish – Company information 
o Promote – Broadcast  / Share 
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Things had definitely move forward but not for the first time John was looking at 
Mac’s list – time was not on his side - but strangely he did feel he was a little closer 
to reaching the elusive customer. 
John looked at Mac – there was a wry smile on his face but before Mac spoke John 
quipped “Don’t tell me – Quicker you start the quicker you finish”. 
 
 
  
 

See Module 3 workbook  
 
Attracting the Customer 
 
Method of sale 
Broadcasting approach 
Application of Value Proposition 
Digital marketing 
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Module 4:  

Company Strategic Development 

 
John set about his latest task set by Mac. Given the company’s situation he would 
have anticipated yet more stress but strangely he felt quite uplifted – a little of the 
pessimism was lifting. He was very aware that the feeling applied only to him. He 
was seeing some shape in Mac’s directives: 
 
  The Market issues 
  The Company Value 
   Attracting the customer 
 
The mood back at the company was a different matter – 
there was still no good news, no new customers, nothing 
to report to the Boss which could be relayed to the bank. 
The pressure was still on. But nevertheless, to John, it all 
seemed to be making some sense.  
 
The current challenge now had some framework of 
objectivity about it. He was getting into the mindset, and, it was not so dissimilar to 
the equation solving with which he was more familiar. It made some sense. Identify 
key areas, generate efficiencies. Save time and money, more importantly John was 
getting closer to the potential customer with whom he badly needed to start a 
dialogue. He needed some good news for the company. He pushed on at a pace. 
   
The project was brought into some order and Mac, after a final discussion, let John 
off the leash. Things moved very quickly, John took control and quickly moved into 
selling mode. Prior to customer contact an important training session for his key 
sales people: 

 
Understanding the Company Value Proposition 
The communication of the Value Proposition 
The customer qualification 

 
Could he convert customers quickly enough to affect the company’s future survival? 
Would the value propositions be strong enough to engage the customer? 
Had he done enough to enable the company to get back to the bank with an interim 
report? 
 
 
 
Company Strategic Considerations: 

 
 
Mac was impressed with John where he came from on the management ladder and 
where he was now. Mac had a gnawing doubt that the company was missing that 
essential piece of the management jigsaw which would help it move forward; help 
keep them ahead of the game and the bank. Mac wanted John to move to another 
level – he had other important topics he wanted to share with him. 
 
John listened with interest. The jigsaw analogy had caught his imagination.  
Mac’s long work experience had allowed him to come to the view which was a 
characteristic of many SME’s – self made people who got where they were through 
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hard work – they do not give much time or credibility to strategic thinking within their 
companies. 
 
This was in Mac’s experience a company weakness but with a bit of work it could be 
turned into company strength. 
 
Mac sat with John and started with his usual heads up. 
 
“Companies which are operationally efficient, sophisticated in planning and control, 
but without a clear, well formulated strategy may never realise their full potential.  
Indeed, they may find themselves in some trouble as you have experienced or in 
worst case may fail”.  
Mac paused trying to keep comments clear and simple. “On the other side of the 
argument, with an inappropriate strategy, taking the company in the wrong direction, 
the last thing a company needs is to get there efficiently”. 
 
John was a bit confused “Mac I think I understand what you are saying but what 
actually is Strategy”? 
 
Mac gestured John to slow down and responded still trying to keep things simple 
“Strategy can be usefully thought of as a business framework which provides a guide 
to the Nature and Direction of the company”. 
 
John was more confused “Nature – what do you mean by that”? 
 
Mac understood John’s response “If I can set out a framework it would be a good 
basis to consider the issue: 
Firstly strategic thinking is most often confused with long term planning and budgets. 
Long range planning tends to be based on “optimistic” assumptions more so as the 
time frame moves outward. This approach requires an infinitely increasing market 
and hence an infinitely increasing profit.  We know this to be untrue from our 
experience of the last few years. 
 
So the first thing we should look at is the company itself. Ask the question. What kind 
of company are we? What drives us as a company? Why are we better at some 
things but easily beaten in other areas by our competitors”?  
 
Mac paused; John was quiet for the moment thinking then responded “Not apparently 
easy to answer”! There was another considered pause from John “So how do we go 
about getting these answers”? 
 
Mac looked at John “This is the real world so you must remember that there are 
many ways from which to approach these strategic issues. So what I am going to lay 
out is my approach. 
 
The main framework I adopt is: 
 

1. Look at the profile of the company - how it shapes up. The way it allocates its 
resources. This gives me an initial idea of the type of company we are 
considering.  

2. Determine the PRIMARY DRIVER for the company. This is generally the 
subject of some considerable discussion. 

3. Strategic Focus – the market and products on which the company 
concentrates. This is all about identifying risk boundaries. 
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4. Next it is important to do a bit of work on the Market segments and Product 
differentiation. Gives a good feel for the future company capability and 
opportunity. 

5. Last thing I consider is finance/budgets 
 
  
So that’s my framework it gives an order in which to tackle each strategic issue and 
allows room for rangy research and thinking”. 
 
John was intrigued, driver, segmentation, risk boundaries. “How does this strategic 
work add to the company when you already have so many management controls”? 
 
Mac responded easily “The strategic work is truly the preserve of MD’s and their top 
team. It is the responsibility of the senior management to set a strategy that guides 
the company into the future products and markets. It then forms the main 
communication tool between all parties, employees, suppliers, financial institutions. A 
well set strategy will yield a confident company and that confidence projects itself”. 
 
John was well motivated to familiarise himself with this new field of strategic work. He 
wanted to be able to contribute to the company in a more senior manner and take it 
to that elusive upper level. Mac did not have to push him; he was already on the 
case. It was a given – “Quicker you start the quicker you finish”.  

Company Corporate Profile 

Company Driver 

Market, Product Focus, Risk Boundaries 

Market Segmentation, Product Differentiation 

Strategic Objectives 

 

See Module 4 workbook  
 
Company Strategic Development 
 
Company Corporate Profile 
Company Driver 
Market, Product Focus, Risk Boundaries 
Market Segmentation, Product Differentiation 
Strategic Objectives 
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