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You can enhance your sales 
success significantly by bet-
ter understanding your own 
personality and style of selling 
as well as the personality and 
buying styles of your custom-
ers. This understanding can 
provide you with strategies for 
approaching, and selling to, 
different buyer types.

What type  
of salesperson  
are you?

Most salespeople fall into 
certain categories.1 An under-
standing of how you fit within 
these categories can assist you 
in your forest products sales 
career. 

Under each of the headings 
below, check the traits that best 
describe you. Make sure you 
are honest with yourself. Don’t 
try to associate yourself with 
what you think is best. There is 
no best category, and you will 
not become a better salesper-
son by misclassifying yourself. 
It’s best to take advantage of 
your strengths, not to try to 
change.

Remember, we all are sales-
people. The marketing concept 
believes that everyone in an 
organization has responsibility 
for creating a satisfied cus-
tomer. Even if you don’t hold a 
“front line” sales position, this 
exercise will assist you in work-
ing with customers. 

The closer 
■ Doesn’t mind risk as long as 

the payoff is worth it.

■ Sees closing as his or her 
strongest skill.

■ Is a visionary or progressive 
with respect to the industry 
at large.

■ Tends to be highly charged, 
theatrical, and confident.

■ Operates at a level of busi-
ness and social contacts far 
above the norm.

The consultive
■ Has strong professional 

credentials and/or technical 
expertise.

■ Likely will end up in higher 
management.

■ Is team-oriented, non- 
impulsive, polished, and 
professional.

■ Spends considerable time 
educating customers and 
prospects about concepts  
or technical issues.

■ Is inclined to oversee all 
aspects of the sale.

The relationship
■ Tends to focus on a rela-

tively small group of good 
customers.

■ Likes to establish lasting 
relationships with the better 
customers.

■ Will “cut through the red 
tape” or go to great lengths 
to meet the customer’s 
needs.

■ Tends to be conservative 
and hard working but rather 
independent.

■ Usually brings in new cus-
tomers only after knowing 
them for a long time.

The display
■ Achieves performance 

through servicing a lot of 
customers, rather than 
focusing on the needs of  
a few.

■ Treats customers systemati-
cally, rather than individually.

■ Views career goals as a 
means to an end, rather than 
an end in themselves.

■ Provides “friendly” service 
rather than technical  
service.

■ Likes having lots to do, 
enjoys helping people, and is 
somewhat impulsive.

Now look at any of the cate-
gories in which you checked 
three or more characteristics. 
Most likely, you’re this type of 
salesperson. 

If you checked three char-
acteristics in more than one 
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category, see whether you can 
narrow your choices. It’s pos-
sible to belong to more than 
one category; however, most 
salespeople can place them-
selves in only one category. 

By understanding your sales 
personality, it’s possible to indi-
vidualize your sales strategy. 
This may help you with the fol-
lowing section, which describes 
customer behavioral styles. 
You also will notice similarities 
between the categories of sales-
people and of customers. 

The most important point 
is that you possess a certain 
style when you sell, and you 
can adjust it to fit the cus-
tomer and enhance your sales 
performance. Again, don’t try 
to change yourself. Phonies are 
easy to spot and seldom suc-
ceed in the long run.

Customer  
behavioral 
styles

Just as no two salespeople 
are similar, neither are any two 
customers. If you don’t under-
stand your customers, you may 
ignore their needs, wants, and 
expectations. The question 
becomes how to know the way 
customers want to be treated. 

A simple sales tool, called 
the Behavioral Style Grid,2 can 
assist you in further under-
standing your customers. It 
also can help define an under-
standing of yourself. It will help 
you understand how to deal 
with the people in your life, 
especially your customers and 
prospects. The Behavioral Style 
Grid is constructed using an 
understanding of two dimen-
sions of behavior: direct versus 

2 Tony Alessandra and Rick Barrere, 
Collaborative Selling (John Wiley 
and Sons, Inc., New York, 1993).

indirect, and open versus self-
contained. 

Which style is better, direct 
or indirect, open or self- 
contained? There are no good 
or bad styles, there are just 
differences. The real question 
is not which style is better, but 
how to best use the positive 
aspects of each trait, while 
remembering that, taken to an 
extreme, each characteristic 
can be a drawback. We all face 
situations requiring different 
responses. We need to use a 
behavioral style to meet our 
objectives.

Direct versus  
indirect

The first dimension is 
direct/indirect (see box on page 
4). People on the direct side of 
the scale are fast-paced people 
who make decisions quickly, 
like to take risks, and often are 
impatient. Directness is the way 
they deal with information and 
situations. Direct people come 
on strong, take the initiative, 
and tend to be assertive. They 
talk a lot, appear confident, and 
are emphatic. 

People on the indirect side of 
the scale operate at a slower, 
more deliberate pace. 
They are patient, make 
decisions more carefully, 
and avoid risk. They are 
more reserved and quiet. 
They may appear indecisive, 
when actually they merely 
are avoiding the risk of a poor 
decision.  

Indirect people are less 
confronting, less demanding, 
and less assertive than direct 
people. They are good team 
players and often let others 
take the initiative.
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Open versus  
self-contained

The second dimension is 
open/self-contained (page 5). 
Open people are expressive 
with their thoughts and feel-
ings. They use body language 
and facial expression to empha-
size their points. Their conver-
sations include a lot of stories 
and anecdotes. They usually 
are more casual about time and 
more interested in relationships 
than tasks. Their feelings play 
an important part in the deci-
sions they make.

Self-contained people like 
to keep their thoughts and 
emotions much more private. 
They are “poker faced” and 
keep their distance mentally 
and physically. Self-contained 
people place a high priority 
on getting things done and 
meeting deadlines. They like 
organization and structure, and 
make decisions based on facts. 

The Behavioral  
Style Grid

The Behavioral Style Grid is 
formed by combining the two 
dimensions (Figure 1). Though 
most people have some traits 
of the other styles from time to 
time, a person’s style describes 
how he or she behaves most of 
the time.

Direct and self-contained 
overlap in the lower left quad-
rant. These people are called 
directors. In the upper left 
corner, where direct and open 
overlap, are the socializers. 
Where the indirect and open 
overlap lie the relaters, and 
where the indirect and self- 
contained overlap are the think-
ers. Each of these groups can 
be approached differently when 
making a sales presentation. 
Understanding what is neces-
sary to relate most efficiently to 
each group will improve your 
sales effectiveness.

Characteristics of direct  
versus indirect behavior

	
Direct 

Approach risk, decisions, and change quickly

Frequently contribute to group conversations

Use gestures and voice intonation to empha-
size points

Make emphatic statements

Emphasize points through assertive body 
language

Ask questions that tend to be rhetorical, to 
emphasize points, or to challenge

Express opinions openly and readily

Are less patient and more competitive

Are confronting

Will maintain their position when not in agree-
ment (argue)

Are intense and assertive

Sustain eye contact and have a firm handshake

Introduce themselves to others at social gather-
ings

Bend or break established rules and policies

Indirect

Approach risk and decision-making slowly  
and cautiously

Infrequently contribute to group conversations

Infrequently use gestures or voice intonation 
to emphasize points

Qualify their statements, information 
important

Emphasize points through content of the 
message

Ask questions that tend to be for clarification,  
support, or information

Reserve expressions of opinions

Are patient and cooperative

Are diplomatic

Tend to go along with the decision

Are understated and reserved

Maintain intermittent eye contact and have  
a gentle handshake

Will wait for others to introduce themselves

Follow established rules

Direct                        Indirect
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Directors
These individuals are driven 

by an inner need to lead and 
control. They want to take 
charge of people and situations 
so they can reach their goals. 
Their key need is achieving. 
Their motto is “Lead, follow, or 
get out of the way.” They want 
to win and are highly competi-
tive. Directors tend to be inde-
pendent, strong-willed, precise, 
goal-oriented, and cool. They 
demand freedom to manage 
themselves and others.

Strengths: Decision-makers, 
doers, leaders. They accept 
challenges, respect authority, 
and expect others to do the 
same. They prefer to work with 
people who are decisive, effi-
cient, receptive, and intelligent.

Weaknesses: They tend to be 
impatient, stubborn, and tough. 
They have a low tolerance for 
feelings, attitudes, and the 
inadequacies of coworkers and 
subordinates. They view people 
who can’t keep up with them 
as incompetent. They seem to 
be inflexible, poor listeners, 
and insensitive to the needs 
of others. Their philosophy is 
“Winning isn’t everything . . . 
it’s the only thing!” Their  
complete focus is on their goals 
and the task at hand.

Characteristics of open  
versus self-contained behavior

Open

Self-disclosing

Freely share and show feelings

Make decisions based on feelings  
(subjective)

Tend to digress and stray from the  
subject

Relaxed, warm, and go with the  
flow

Readily express opinions

Easy to get to know in business or  
social gatherings

Flexible with their time and prefer to  
work with others

Initiate or accept physical contact

Facial expressions are animated during 
conversation

Above-average enthusiasm

Friendly handshake and more likely to  
give nonverbal feedback

Responsive to dreams, visions, and  
concepts

Self-contained

Guarded

Private

Make decisions  
based on evidence (objective)

Focus on issues and stay on the subject

Formal, proper, and follow an agenda

Reserved and quiet

Takes time to know them in business or 
social situations

Disciplined and prefer to work  
independently

Avoid physical contact

Have a limited range of facial  
expressions

Below-average enthusiasm

Formal handshake and restrain from 
giving nonverbal feedback

Responsive to realities, facts, and actual 
experiences

Indirect

Open

Self-contained

Direct
Soc

iali
zer

s

Rel
ate

rs

Direc
tor

s
Thi

nke
rs

Figure 1.—Behavioral style grid. Adapted from 
Tony Alessandra and Rick Barrere, Collabora-
tive Selling (John Wiley and Sons, Inc., New 
York, 1993).

Open

Self-contained
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Selling to directors
■ Be prepared, organized, 

fast-paced, and to the point; 
don’t waste their time.

■ Meet them in a businesslike, 
professional manner.

■ Find out their goals and 
motivations.

■ To influence decisions, pro-
vide alternative actions with 
brief supporting analysis.

■ If you disagree, argue facts, 
not opinions or personal 
feelings.

■ Recognize their ideas, not 
them personally.

■ Be efficient and  
competent.

■ Be confident, 
not intimidated. 
Remember they 
are people just 
like you.

Thinkers
These individuals exist 

where the self-contained and 
indirect areas overlap. Thinkers 
are detail-oriented, analytical, 
persistent, and systematic 
problem solvers. They are con-
cerned more with content than 
style. They prefer involvement 
with products so the perfor-
mance, process, and results can 
be perfected. Thinkers prefer 
tasks over people and like to 
have clearly defined priori-
ties. Their primary concern is 
accuracy. They tend to see the 
serious and more complicated 

sides of situations. Thinkers 
demand a lot of themselves and 
others. Only when they feel 
they have all the facts will they 
make a decision. 

Strengths: Accuracy, depend-
ability, independence, testing  
and clarification skills, follow-
through, and organization. They 
tend to be perfectionists. They 
focus on the details and pro-
cesses, and become irritated 
by surprises and glitches. They 
like to see things in writing and 
are good listeners.

Weaknesses: They often 
suffer from “paralysis of over-
analysis.” They are so focused 
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on being right that it tends to 
slow things down. They can be 
aloof, picky, and critical. They 
are slow at reaching decisions. 
They may focus too much on 
details and miss the larger 
picture.

Selling to thinkers
■ Be prepared, and answer as 

many of their questions as 
soon as possible.

■ Be systematic, exact, and 
organized.

■ Proceed quickly to the task.

■ Demonstrate through 
actions rather than words.

■ Explain your logic, and ask 
questions that reveal clear 
direction.

■ List advantages and disad-
vantages to any plan.

■ Document how and why 
something applies.

■ Provide solid, tangible, and 
factual evidence.

■ Give them time to think, and 
avoid pushing them.

■ Provide guarantees that 
actions can’t backfire.

■ Follow through and deliver 
what you promise.

Socializers
They are friendly, enthu-

siastic, and like to be where 
the action is. They thrive on 
admiration, acknowledgment, 
compliments, and applause. 
Socializers want to have fun 
and enjoy life. They place more 
priority on relationships than 
on tasks. Their greatest fear is 
public humiliation. 

Strengths: Their primary 
strengths are enthusiasm, per-
suasiveness, and friendliness. 
They are idealistic people with 
the ability to get others caught 
up in their dreams. They build 
alliances to accomplish their 

results. They are very open 
with their ideas and feelings. 
They tend to work quickly and 
enthusiastically with others.

Weaknesses: Socializers’ 
weaknesses include impatience, 
short attention spans, too 
much involvement, and aver-
sion to being alone. They can 
become bored easily. They may 
make sweeping generalizations 
when data come in and may 
not be thorough enough. When 
taken to an extreme, socializ-
ers can be seen as superficial, 
haphazard, erratic, and overly 
emotional. They have a casual 
approach to time and often are 
late or miss meetings. 

Selling to socializers
■ Show them you are inter-

ested in them as a person.

■ Support their opinions, 
ideas, and dreams.

■ Don’t hurry the discussion.

■ Try not to argue; you can’t 
win.

■ Let them talk, be enthu- 
siastic, and direct them 
toward mutually agreeable 
objectives.

■ Provide testimonials and 
incentives to affect decisions 
positively.

■ Summarize in writing the 
specifics of any agreement.

■ Be entertaining and fast 
moving.

Relaters
Relaters are warm, support-

ive, and reliable. They are the 
most people-oriented of the 
four groups. Having first-name 
relationships with others is one 
of their most important objec-
tives. Relaters are extremely 
supportive and have good 
counseling skills. They are good 
listeners and can build strong 
networks of people. They focus 

on getting acquainted and 
building trust. Risk is an ugly 
word to them. Change often 
distresses them. 

Strengths: Their primary 
strength is relating to, caring 
for, and loving others. They are 
courteous, friendly, and willing 
to share responsibility. They 
are good planners, are persis-
tent, and follow through with 
their plans.

Weaknesses: They have dif-
ficulty in speaking up and  
expressing their true feelings. 
They are overly sensitive and 
can be bullied easily. Their 
need for security makes them 
slow at making decisions. This 
indecisiveness often is per-
ceived as a weakness. 

Selling to relaters
■ Get to know them  

personally.

■ Be pleasant 
and friendly, 
but also 
professional 
and non-
threatening.



■ Develop trust and credibility 
at a slow pace.

■ Assume they will take every-
thing personally.

■ Get them to focus on the 
human element.

■ When you disagree, discuss 
personal feelings.

■ Avoid rushing them, and 
communicate with them on a 
regular basis.

■ Show that you are actively 
listening by nodding your 
head and replying  
appropriately.

■ Provide guarantees and per-
sonal assurances that  
any actions will involve  
minimum risk.

■ Above all, be warm and  
sincere.

The key to success in sales 
is to know with whom you are 
dealing and to be able to adapt 
to his or her individual needs. 
Your interaction with your 
customer, rather than specific 
differences in the product or 
service you provide, often is 
what differentiates your com-
pany from others. 

If you practice adjusting your 
selling style to fit the customer’s 
buying style, you can create a 
situation where customers are 
eager to buy from you. At that 
point, you are ready to seriously 
explore their needs. Remember, 
your potential customers are 
looking for a way you can help 
them be successful. Don’t be 
afraid to remind them of shared 
successes. 

For further 
information

OSU Extension  
publications 
Smith, Robert, and Eric Hansen, 

Developing and Maintaining 
Customer Contacts, EC 1482-E

Smith, Robert, and Eric Hansen, 
Personal Selling, EC 1481-E

Smith, Robert, and Eric Hansen, 
The Sales Presentation,  
EC 1483-E

You can access OSU Exten-
sion’s educational materials 
catalog and many of our publica-
tions online at http://extension.
oregonstate.edu/catalog/

Other  
publications

 
Goodman, Gary, You Can Sell 

Anything by Telephone (Pren-
tice Hall, Inc., Englewood 
Cliffs, New Jersey, 1984).

Master Salesmanship,  
bimonthly newsletter (Clem-
ent Communications, Inc., 
Concordville, Pennsylvania, 
1-800-345-8101).

Miller, Steve, How to Get the 
Most Out of a Trade Show 
(NTC Business Books, Lin-
colnwood, Illinois, 1990).

Rackham, Neil, Spin Selling 
(McGraw-Hill Book Com-
pany, New York, New York, 
1988).

Sinclair, Steven, Forest Products 
Marketing (McGraw-Hill Book 
Company, New York, New 
York, 1992).
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