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Modern forest 
products sales

Recent years have seen a 
dramatic change in the structure 
of wood products companies. 
The 1990s have seen an escalating 
importance attached to customer 
satisfaction, quality, market 
niches, value-added products, 
and strategic alliances. 

These changes aren’t 
characteristic of only large 
companies. Entrepreneurs and 
small companies are seeing 
the same kinds of changes. Yet, 
most companies have not made 
the internal changes needed to 
address and more effectively 
embrace these important 
changes.

Change, however, must 
occur for companies to be well 
positioned to access 21st- 
century markets. Companies 
must produce products that 
maximize customer value, 
and will have to continually 
increase their sophistication 
in providing that value. This 
demands changes in production 
activities, sales strategies, and 
the flow of information within 
the company and between the 
company and its customers and 
business partners.

The evolution of the sales 
force from order taking and 
price quoting to promoting 
mutually profitable value 
exchanges will continue. 
Regardless of the company’s 
size or the nature of its  

products, salespeople will 
become facilitators rather than 
merely product movers. Your 
function will be to link custom-
ers with the internal operations 
of your firm. This structural 
shift has many implications:
■ Seller–buyer alliances will 

produce win–win situations 
and increase sales stability.

■ Knowledge of the custom-
er’s markets, processing, 
purchasing behavior, and 
product needs will mean 
competitive advantage.

■ You’ll need to know the  
language, functions, limits, 
and capabilities of other 
parts of your firm.

■ Customer requirements will 
be the driving force behind 
new product and process 
evolution.

■ Value, from the customer’s 
perspective, will be a key 
influence for all parts of the 
company, from raw materials 
to manufacturing to  
marketing.

■ For specific customers or 
customer groups, sustain-
able competitive advantage 
can be achieved.

■ The marketing and sales 
force will be the link  
between the wood products 
producer and its customers.

■ The sales force’s knowledge 
of customers will create 
value for customers and 
profit for the company.

■ The sales force that empha-
sizes information gathering 
over pushing products will 
be most effective.

Communication 
within a wood  
products firm

Sales personnel require a 
working knowledge of not only 
the manufacturing process but 
also other activities of their 
firm. A basic understanding of 
wood science also is important 
so you understand the capa-
bilities and limitations of the 
products you sell. 

While you can’t be expected 
to develop specialized exper-
tise in all areas, it’s essential 
that you understand what can 
and cannot be accomplished. 
You must have some idea 
of the costs of product line 
diversification or new product 
development. Necessary areas 
of knowledge include:
■ Production for maximum 

value return (not volume) to 
help you promote a product 
line that utilizes all of the 
products from the raw  
material

■ Characteristics of the raw 
material, such as timber 
supply, species, size, and age 
distribution, to help direct 
market development

■ Seasonal raw material 
availability and inventory 
policies to make delivery 
commitments that are fea-
sible and profitable

■ Production limitations to 
prevent the promotion of 
unprofitable products

Robert Smith, Extension forest products marketing spe-
cialist, Virginia Tech; and Eric Hansen, Extension forest 
products marketing specialist, Oregon State University.
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■ Production tolerances and 
specifications to understand 
the quality you can offer cus-
tomers (often at a premium)

However, many of these 
considerations aren’t straight-
forward. Production and 
procurement operations have 
a language of their own, just as 
sales and marketing do. Know-
ing what a facility produces is 
not the same as knowing what 
it could produce given market 
incentives. 

While it’s impractical for 
your company to train each 
sales representative in forestry, 
accounting, processing, etc., 
there are many things man-
agement can do to improve 
knowledge and understanding 
of these key operations. Follow-
ing are some examples.

■ Provide opportunities for 
sales personnel to visit 
woodlands operations, espe-
cially during poor weather, 
to increase understanding of 
the difficulty in immediately 
meeting lucrative, short-
term market demand.

■ Take salespeople on mill 
tours with knowledgeable 
processing personnel to 
broaden understanding. It 
often is better for the tour 
to focus on how a specific 
product or product line is 
manufactured.

■ Hire sales personnel with 
experience in diverse areas 
and provide training in sales 
and marketing.

■ Institute a program of cross 
training. Production per-
sonnel with management 
capabilities can spend a few 
weeks in the sales depart-
ment, and sales personnel 
with management potential 
can spend a few weeks in 
production.

■ Provide in-house seminars 
on basic wood anatomy and 
the properties and proper 
use of products.
Knowledge transfer is not 

unidirectional. A key function 
of a marketing department is 
to bring together a customer’s 
requirements and the firm’s 
processing capabilities for 
mutual profitability. Ways to 
accomplish this include:
■ Educating production per-

sonnel to understand that 
producing large quantities 
doesn’t necessarily produce 
profits; a product with small 
demand may be a liability

■ Learning about the cost of 
producing assorted products 
at different quality levels to 
understand which transac-
tions can be profitable
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■ Providing facility tours for 
clients to identify opportuni-
ties for product and process-
ing innovation

■ Informing processing per-
sonnel of unusual or special 
uses of wood products that 
might be incorporated into 
the company’s product line
If you’re knowledgeable 

about the products you sell, 
how they’re made, and the type 
and frequency of raw material 
supply, you can become a tech-
nical sales staff and shift from 
selling products to selling solu-
tions. Technical salespeople can 
minimize price competition by 
selling value, not commodities.

Understanding the capabili-
ties of various sectors in your 

firm enables you to identify 
market opportunities and avoid 
niches where the firm can-
not compete due to operating 
limitations. Finally, understand-
ing production functions from a 
technical perspective can help 
you understand the customer’s 
manufacturing.

In addition to understanding 
the role sales plays in the over-
all company, it also is critical 
to understand the relationship 
between sales and marketing. 
Marketing can be defined as 
identifying a consumer need 
and satisfying that need at a 
profit. Salespeople play a criti-
cal role in the marketing strate-
gies of any company. 

Although it’s easier for 
smaller companies, no matter 
the size of the company, it’s 
imperative that you efficiently 
communicate with planning 
people in your company. The 
planners need to have the 
customer knowledge that you 

gain on the front lines on a day-
to-day basis, while you need to 
know how the overall market-
ing plan for the company is 
intended to function. 

With this concept in mind, 
it’s critical that you and plan-
ners speak the same language. 
It also is important for both 
to remember that selling is an 
important and strategic part 
of marketing, and that each is 
highly dependent on the other.

Your job  
responsibilities

To understand your role as a 
salesperson, it’s necessary first 
to evaluate your purpose. Your 
primary objective is to create 
a satisfied customer. This may 
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be accomplished by provid-
ing a quality product, on-time 
delivery, or responding to 
customers’ needs faster than 
the competition. 

However, many salespeople 
believe their job is only to “sell” 
forest products. They may be 
evaluated only on monthly 
sales dollars or volume 
shipped. The successful sales-
person of the future will create 
working partnerships with cus-
tomers, and sales dollars and 
volume shipped will represent 
only part of this relationship. 

Salespeople wear many 
hats. Their job is not only to 
increase revenue, but to attract 
new customers, retain current 
customers, identify what the 
competition is doing, conduct 
market analysis, coordinate 
sales activities, and work with 
production to meet customers’ 
needs. 

A look at each of these 
responsibilities may help you 
identify areas in which you can 
improve your performance. A 
well-balanced portfolio of job 
duties not only enhances your 
effectiveness, but increases the 
company bottom line.

Increasing revenue
Unfortunately, most sales-

people are measured on this 
criterion alone. Gross sales 
and/or gross profit are quite 
easy to identify. Revenue can be 
expanded by increasing sales 
volume, increasing price, reduc-
ing cost, or any combination of 
these. 

Others, besides the sales-
person, have great impact on 
the revenue of the company. 
Normally, pricing and cost-
ing decisions are not the sole 
responsibility of the salesper-
son. Yet, these decisions have a 
drastic effect on sales revenue. 
You must understand how 

changes in any of these areas 
may affect the market. You may 
realize that a price increase 
during a down market could be 
a major error, but unless you 
state your opinion, manage-
ment might make such a 
decision, thus having a drastic 
effect on sales revenue. 

Attracting  
new customers

Everyone is a customer. 
Attracting customers is the sur-
est way to continue sales suc-
cess. Take a close look at your 
current customer base. Who 
are your customers, and why 
are they buying from you? Look 
for similar firms that aren’t pur-
chasing from you. Identify old 
customers that have purchased 
from you in the past and call 
on them again. Ask for referrals 
from your current customer 
base. You may be selling this 
group one product line, and 
they may know someone that 
could use another product line. 

Don’t forget the government 
market. The single largest 
consumer of products in the 
United States is local, state, and 
federal governments. 

Identify different uses for 
your product. If your firm man-
ufactures hardwood lumber, 
applications in structural uses 
may be applicable. Directories 
of manufacturers and produc-
ers are another way to identify 
new customers. 

It’s the salesperson’s job to 
identify every area in which 
your product or service might 
be sold. If the sales staff is 
large enough, it might be wise 
to assign areas of specializa-
tion, such as one person that 
concentrates on government 
agencies. For more information, 
see EC 1482-E, Developing and 
Maintaining Customer Contacts.

Retaining  
current customers

Most firms follow the  
“80–20” rule; i.e., 80 percent 
of sales come from 20 percent 
of the customers. Retaining 
current customers should be 
one of your primary objectives. 
Several methods to retain exist-
ing customers include: 
■ Be dependable—keep your 

promises. 

■ Be available—keep in con-
tact with your customers, 
even between personal calls. 
Consider a pager so they can 
reach you during non- 
business hours. 

■ Follow up on all sales—make 
sure the order arrived on 
time and in good condition. 
Make sure the product is 
being used for its intended 
purpose. 

■ Suggest solutions to customers—
look for needs and problems 
that can be solved with your 
product or service. Be a prob-
lem solver. 

■ Be friendly—when appropri-
ate, consider your custom-
ers as personal friends. Be 
attentive and show interest 
in their life. 

■ Be the customer’s champion—
take responsibility for solving 
problems that arise between 
the customer and your firm. 

■ Be an adviser—offer the cus-
tomer advice on using your 
product. Pass on ideas that 
other customers have found 
workable. Recommend other 
products or services if you 
don’t provide them. 
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Competition  
analysis

No one should be closer to 
the competition than sales- 
people. You should communi-
cate to others in the company 
what is happening in the 
market. Are new products or 
services being offered? What is 
happening to price? What type 
of quality is the competition 
supplying? Why is the customer 
buying from them and not us? 
You can answer these questions 
by being in contact with the 
customer. 

Competition forces us to do 
our job better. For example, 
would the United States auto 
industry still be making large 
gas-guzzling cars if it hadn’t 
been for Japanese competition? 
To understand the competition, 
answer these questions:
■ What do we offer that the 

competition doesn’t, and 
why?

■ What do we have that the 
competition has, but ours is 
better?

■ What do we have that’s the 
same as the competition’s, 
but is still important to the 
customer?

■ What does the competition 
offer that we don’t?

■ What does the competition 
have that’s better than ours?

Market analysis
This is tied quite closely to 

understanding the customer 
and the competition. What 
forces are changing the way 
you do business? How will the 
“green” movement change the 
way your products are sold? 
What will international compe-
tition do to your raw material 
costs? What economic forces 
affect your markets? How will 
the North American Free Trade 
Agreement affect your sales? 
What will rising interest rates 
do to the housing repair and 
remodeling market? 

Remember that the market 
environment is dynamic, not 
static. Data received today may 
be outdated tomorrow. You 

may need to keep abreast of 
all these factors to serve your 
customers better.

Coordinating  
sales activities

You’re responsible for 
making sure everything goes 
well after a sale is made. Is the 
paperwork correct, the price 
quoted properly, the delivery 
time listed and the type of deliv-
ery stated, the proper products 
and grades listed, and contact 
persons stated on the order?

The customer sees you as 
the primary contact person in 
the company. If anything goes 
wrong, you’re the one expected 
to straighten it out. If every-
thing is understood before the 
product is delivered, it saves 
a lot of work. If anything goes 
wrong, you must take responsi-
bility and correct it as soon as 
possible.

Working with  
manufacturing  
locations

Although most salespeople 
occasionally work with their 
production facilities, normally 
the functions are quite sepa-
rate. However, you can identify 
new products, determine qual-
ity factors that are important 
to customers, and help reduce 
excess inventory items. 

A close working relationship 
also assists the operations 
personnel to understand the 
customer better. Marketing no 
longer is just selling products, 
but producing what the cus-
tomer wants at a profit. Deliv-
ery time no longer is 3 weeks, 
but 3 days. The manufacturing 
location must be an equal 
player in the marketing concept 
of an organization. The truth 
of the matter is, without sales, 
manufacturing locations are 
unnecessary. In other words: 

(Production minus Sales = Scrap)
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Successful  
sales strategies 

Just as you would not build 
a house without a blueprint, or 
take a vacation without an itin-
erary, the salesperson should 
never make a sales call without 
a plan. Or, to quote a book with 
a similar title, “if you don’t have 
a plan, stay in the car.”1 

No facet of selling has 
changed more in the past  
2 decades than the neces-
sity to be well organized. The 
electronic revolution allows 
customers to receive competi-
tive information in seconds. But 
this revolution is not a substi-
tute for a well-planned sales 
presentation. You must present 
information in a well-organized 
and timely fashion. The follow-
ing strategies are suggested for 
a successful sales presentation.

Know the customer
What do they use your 

product for? How much do they 
use? Who does the purchasing? 
You can answer these questions 
before you ever step into your 
potential customer’s office. The 
more information you have, the 
less time you have to spend 
gathering it on site, giving you 
more time to spend promoting 
your product. 

Keep a file on each prospect. 
Use a good database program 
to develop a worksheet that 
has all the needed information 
(see above). Record important 
dates, purchases, the secre-
tary’s name, etc. This allows 
you to carry on a conversation 
easily the next time. 

Send cards and handwritten 
notes thanking your customers 
for purchasing from you. Give 
them items printed with your 

name or company name so they 
have something to remind them 
of you. Contact your customers 
regularly. Phone them between 
visits. 

Set up an  
appointment

The day of the “cold call” 
is over. The average industrial 
personal sales call costs more 
than $200. No longer can com-
panies afford having outside 
sales personnel prospect for 
new clients. You or other inside 
salespeople can do this easily 
from the office by telephone. 
This doesn’t mean that if you 
drive past a potential customer 
you can’t stop and see how 
they might use your product. 
However, unannounced visits 
should not be used in place 
of scheduled appointments. 
Appointments demonstrate 
that you value the customer’s 
time and indicate respect for 
the individual.

Use the telephone
There is no greater time 

saver in the world than efficient 
use of the telephone. The tele-
phone helps you manage your 
time much better. It can keep 
you in contact with customers 
when you can’t see them in per-
son. You can prospect for new 
customers. While on the road, 
you can reschedule appoint-
ments or squeeze in new cus-
tomers. This is especially true 
now with the widespread use of 
cellular phones. 

When your customer calls, 
make sure your secretary or 
receptionist handles the call 
politely and courteously. Often, 
the receptionist is the first 
person a customer comes in 
contact with. Efficient and pro-
fessional phone manners can 
make a lasting impression. 

Have an objective
Why are you seeing this par-

ticular customer? Do you plan 
on selling something today? Is 
it just a fact-finding trip? Always 

1 Mark Hannan, If You Don’t Have 
a Plan, Stay in the Car (AMACOM, 
New York, 1987).

Customer profile and worksheet
	 Geography:	 Size	of	firm:	employees, offices, 
 where is company/ sales volumes 
 customer located

	 Type	of	business:	 Ultimate	decision-maker:

	 Purchases:	 Products	purchased	from	us:	
 amount, price, dates what/when

	 Principle	contact:	 How	we	got	their	business	
	 	 initially,	who	worked	with	them:

	 Industry/SIC	code:	 Other:
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have a reason for seeing a cus-
tomer. Successful sales is  
90 percent preparation and  
10 percent presentation. Know 
what you want to accomplish 
before you enter the office. A 
planning worksheet is very 
helpful (see below).

See the  
decision-maker

Who is going to purchase 
the product? Who uses it in the 
plant or store? Spend your time 
with the people who can make 
the decision to use your prod-
ucts. There is no sense spend-
ing a lot of time with people 
who can’t make a purchase 
decision.

Network
Don’t be overly protective of 

your knowledge. Use network-
ing whenever possible and 
share the knowledge you have. 
Remember that one useful piece 
of information shared with 10 
people could result in 10 useful 
pieces of information returning 
to you.

Have a  
sales strategy

Create a single compelling 
idea that differentiates your 
company or products from the 
competition. How can you save 
the customer money? Does 
your product save the cus-
tomer time? Can your product 
make the customer more effec-
tive? Is your quality better? Can 
you meet delivery schedules 
better than the competition? 
Can your company package the 
product better? Offer a solu-
tion. Have an idea of how to 
assist the customer before your 
visit. Plan your work, and work 
your plan.

Be confident, 
friendly,  
and flexible

Know your product better 
than anyone else. Be able to 
answer any questions that 
may arise. Be kind and friendly 
to everyone you meet at the 
customer’s office. Some sales-
people always take a box of 

donuts to certain customers 
when they visit, a $5 investment 
that has generated thousands 
of dollars in good will over the 
years. Get to know the secretar-
ies and receptionists by name. 
Understand that customers 
change their minds on product 
needs, delivery, or specifica-
tions. Be flexible enough to meet 
these needs.

Listen, listen,  
and listen

Remember you’re there to 
solve the customer’s problems. 
Ask probing questions and see 
what your company and prod-
uct can do for the customer. 
You’ll never write a sales order 
while you’re talking. Listen 
to everything customers say 
about the use of your product. 
See what other products they 
buy and from whom. Identify 
their needs. 

Studies of the very best 
salespeople show that it’s 
their listening skills, not their 
persuasive talking skills, that 
distinguish them from average 
performers. Ineffective listen-
ing is one of the most frequent 
causes of misunderstandings, 
mistakes, jobs that need to be 
redone, and lost sales and cus-
tomers. Again, when you leave, 
write everything down. Nothing 
will assist you more than good, 
clear records.

Show your  
appreciation

The customer is doing you a 
favor by purchasing your prod-
uct. The two strongest words in 
sales are “thank you.” Everyone 
likes to be thanked and appreci-
ated. Never leave a customer 
without thanking him or her for 
spending time with you and for 
using your product.

Daily customer worksheet

	 Target	market:	 Information	to	gather:
 Whom am I going to see? 

	 Purpose	of	call:	 Customer	concerns:
	
	 Key	points	to	cover:	 Purchasing	activity	of		
	 	 customer:

	 Sales	strategy:	 Other:
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The personal  
part of selling

Behind every sale is a 
person. Someone must identify 
customers, determine their 
needs, and coordinate the activ-
ities that complete a successful 
sale. Yet, every salesperson is 
different. Each person’s train-
ing, education, background, 
and sales experience varies. 
However, successful sales-
people do have common traits. 
The following eight ingredients 
of successful salespeople have 
been identified by Peter  
Orthmann.2

Pride
Highly successful salespeople 

take pride in three areas: 
■ Pride in themselves. They 

have a strong desire to be 
the very best they can be. 
They constantly strive to do 
the best they can. 

■ Pride in the profession of 
selling. Few jobs have as 
negative a reputation as that 
of selling. The reality is that 
quality salespeople deliver 
valuable services every day. 
They help customers solve 
problems and they help their 
companies grow. 

2 Peter Orthmann, “Eight Ingre-
dients of Successful Salespeo-
ple,” The American Salesman, 
July 1992.

■ Pride in the service they offer. 
Salespeople are match- 
makers. Their challenge is 
to deliver the best available 
product or service to fulfill a 
customer’s need. 
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Self-confidence
No one is born with a great 

amount of self-confidence. It’s a 
learned skill. However, there are 
a few steps that can hasten this 
process. 

First, write down all your 
strong points. Second, make a 
list of your greatest accomplish-
ments. Third, write down a list 
of areas where you would like 
to improve. 

Review these items on a 
regular basis. Learn to enjoy 
challenges and personal 
improvement. Finally, take a 
communications or public 
speaking course. Professional 
and personal success is directly 
related to your ability to com-
municate. Most communities 
have a Toastmasters Club that 
can assist you in public speaking 
and leadership development.

Appearance
You have only one chance 

to make a first impression. The 
first impression a customer gets 
of you comes from your appear-
ance. Long before you ever say 
a word, your appearance speaks 
volumes. Dress for success. 
Your appearance shows respect 
for the customer. It’s important 
to remember to dress accord-
ing to the place and location. 
At times a jacket and tie are 
appropriate; other times not. 
Some customers are intimidated 
by “suits.” Again, you need to 
know your customers!

Personal warmth
Give of yourself to everyone 

you meet. Be kind and consider-
ate to others. The surest way 
to receive a warm greeting is 
to give one. Remember the 
two strongest words in sales, 
“thank you.” Always show your 
respect and appreciation for the 
customer’s business.

Self-assurance
When you know your job 

and what you do, you become 
self-assured. Study your product 
and your selling skills. Then 
practice what you study. Choose 
one idea or technique and deter-
mine to improve upon it. Once 
you’ve accomplished this, start 
with another. The customer 
should depend upon you to be 
the most knowledgeable person 
about the product line.

Desire
Desire comes in many forms: 

■ Desire to do a superior job, 
every day 

■ Desire to foster profitable 
relationships

■ Desire for personal promotion

■ Desire to earn more
Your attitude determines 

your altitude in this profession. 
The desire to be the best in the 
company has a direct effect on 
your results. The desire to con-
tinually learn how to sell better 
and meet customers’ needs 
more effectively assists in sales 
performance.

Enthusiasm
If you’re not enthusiastic 

about what you sell, change 
jobs. Approach everything 
with zeal. Be full of energy. Be 
alive! Enthusiasm is contagious. 
Most individuals will receive an 
enthusiastic salesperson with a 
positive response. Be positive 
and cheerful. 

Genuine care
Care about helping other 

people. Selling is serving, but 
don’t confuse service with 
subservience. You can’t serve 
well if you don’t care about 
those you’re serving. Before 
you can care about others, you 

have to care about yourself. 
Stay mentally and physically in 
shape. Take the time to exercise 
your mind and body. Set aside 
an hour every day for yourself. 
Spend this time exercising or 
learning about a new subject.

Personal selling is a seri-
ous and challenging process. 
Success in business requires 
selling the product and creating 
long-lasting relationships with 
customers. One area where a 
company can separate itself 
from the competitors is in the 
quality of the sales relationship. 
Loyal customers are a function 
of the added benefits that come 
from you, the salesperson, 
as much as of the product or 
service. 

SWOT analysis
It’s now time to take a look at 

yourself. Just as organizations 
have conducted strengths/
weaknesses/opportunities/
threats (SWOT) analysis for 
strategic planning, individuals 
can conduct similar analysis 
for professional planning (see 
below). 

Think of yourself in a selling 
situation. What are your cur-
rent strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities, and threats? 
Keep a running track of these, 
and how they change over time. 
Do you possess the attributes 
stated above? What other fac-
tors assist you in your sales 
career? A close look in the mir-
ror is necessary for everyone 
on a regular basis. 

By recognizing your strate-
gic position, you’ll be able to 
emphasize your strengths, mask 
or improve upon your weak-
nesses, and efficiently deal with 
your opportunities and threats. 
Utilizing the strategies listed 
above in combination with 
your talents and special abili-
ties will allow you to become 
a better and more successful 
salesperson.
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For more 
information

OSU Extension  
publications 
Smith, Robert, and Eric Hansen. 

Developing and Maintaining 
Customer Contacts, EC 1482-E. 

Smith, Robert, and Eric Hansen. 
Sales and Understanding 
People, EC 1480-E.

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

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

Other publications
Goodman, Gary. You Can Sell 

Anything by Telephone. Pren-
tice Hall, Inc., Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ, 1984.

Master Salesmanship  
(biweekly newsletter). 
Clement Communications, 
Inc., Concordville, PA, 
1-888-358-5858).

Miller, Steve. How to Get the 
Most Out of Trade Shows. 
McGraw-Hill Book Company, 
New York, NY 2000.

Rackham, Neil. Spin Selling. 
McGraw-Hill Book Company, 
New York, NY, 1988.

Sinclair, Steven. Forest Products 
Marketing. McGraw-Hill Book 
Company, New York, NY, 
1991

SWOT analysis
	
	 Strengths:	 Educated, experienced, like challenges 
  organized, people person, etc.

	 Weaknesses:	 Impatient, temper, bad habits, inflexible, etc.

Opportunities:	 New account generation, growth stage  
 of the market, etc.

Threats:	 Poor health, declining customer base,  
 mature market, etc.
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