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The laboratory sales arena has become increasingly competitive over the past several years.  As 
competition has stiffened, laboratories have focused on improving service menus and delivery in 
order to win customers.  Securing new business, however, also requires an examination of sales 
practices to take advantage of new approaches that more effectively highlight the benefits a 
laboratory can bring to its clients. 
 
Laboratories use a professional sales force to package their offerings into a value proposal, a generic 
statement of value that the customer is required to translate into terms relevant to itself.  Too often, 
however, salespeople have been unable to convey the laboratory’s worth in ways that are understood 
and agreed to by the client.  This has led to a situation known as commodization, in which customers 
believe there is no real difference between laboratory vendors and thus perceive the market as value 
neutral.  Such a view has resulted in laboratory services being sold on price only, contributing to 
lower profit margins and ultimately hindering service delivery. 
 
When contemplating approaches to overcome commodization, it is important to understand that 
laboratory customers fall into the “extrinsic buyer” category.  This type of buyer finds it difficult to 
determine the value of laboratory services due to the complexity of the industry.  The multitude of 
components that comprise a comprehensive laboratory offering—such as extensive test menus, IT 
solutions, pickup times, calling of critical results, and customized testing due to practice specialty 
and improved methodologies in key areas of laboratory medicine—present an elaborate array of 
options for the laboratory user to consider. 
 
The answer to this dilemma is a unique consultative sales methodology that takes a prospect through 
a process to establish value in terms of relevancy and credibility.  Again, one must remember that “in 
the absence of a quality decision process, the decision will degenerate to the lowest common 
denominator:  price.”1  Although consultative selling is a term that has been around for a number of 
years, research shows that “…the large majority of salespeople lack the knowledge, expertise, and 
skills necessary to create buyer demand, especially when selling new applications.  Although 90 
percent of all salespeople describe their approach as consultative, few truly are.”2  
 

                                                      
1Jeff Thull, Exceptional Selling (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2006), 39. 
2Marc Miller and Jason Sinkovitz, Selling is Dead (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2005), 51. 
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The consultative sales process is broken down into five primary steps, as illustrated below: 
 

Figure 1:  The Consultative Sales Process 
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As the initial step in the process, the preplan ensures that the salesperson has the necessary 
background information before approaching a prospective client.  To be sufficiently prepared, the 
salesperson must possess a thorough knowledge of the competition, the laboratory’s service 
offerings, and market strategies and have key sales materials on hand.  He or she should also be well-
versed in communication skills and time and territory management protocol.  This stage requires a lot 
of hard work and is often skipped because of the time investment.  The quality of the preplan will 
have a significant impact on success in the next step. 
 
The most important stage in the consultative selling process, the investigative call involves the 
customer answering key questions related to various service levels and grading those levels in terms 
of meeting its requirements.  During this call, the salesperson employs a skill known as depth 
probing to uncover any potential problems the client may have as well as prompt the client to 
develop satisfactory solutions to those problems.  In this way, the customer is engaged as a 
collaborative partner.  This interaction between the salesperson and the client develops value as 
perceived by the client.  More than any other step in the process, the investigative call differentiates a 
laboratory from its competition. 
 
Ultimately, the outcome of the investigative call either qualifies the potential customer as a prospect 
or ends the process.  The customer becomes a prospect if the call generates a positive response to the 
following questions: 

1. Does the laboratory have a service that meets and satisfies the needs of the customer? 
2. Will the customer use the laboratory? 
3. Is the laboratory price competitive? 
4. Have the needs and solutions been discussed enough to continue on to the next step (proposal 

review)? 
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Once the client has been qualified, the next step in the process, proposal review, begins.  In this 
stage, the salesperson presents the prospect with a written proposal addressing the needs, concerns, 
and potential solutions discussed and agreed on during the investigative call.  The intent of the 
proposal is to reinforce these issues and gain commitment from the prospect or proceed to a review 
of the proposal with other decision-makers in the practice.  This is what makes the consultative 
process unique:  the prospect receives a customized proposal that addresses his or her specific needs, 
thereby increasing the likelihood of a sale. 
 
The decision call normally occurs upon proposal delivery or after a short period of review by the 
prospect.  Although the prospect may be in general agreement with the proposal, a request for time to 
assess the proposal outside the presence of the salesperson is not uncommon.  Choosing a laboratory 
services provider is a major decision, one that certainly should not be made hastily. 
 
Once the client has been secured, the last step in the process is service follow-up, in which the 
salesperson or a field service representative calls on the client to monitor ongoing satisfaction.  This 
activity ensures that the individual responsible for maintaining the account is continually aware of 
the client’s changing needs and addresses them before a competitor can step in.  Regular client 
follow-up allows the laboratory representative to identify and solve any service-related issues as well 
as keep the client informed of issues that affect the marketplace, including new testing, legislation, 
and improved service features. 
 
Discussing the attributes of consultative selling without emphasizing the importance of properly 
trained sales and field service representatives would be of no avail.  Consultative techniques demand 
management intervention on a recurring basis in order for representatives to consistently implement 
the process.  Management personnel must be experienced in cultivating essential value creation skills 
in sales representatives such as helping customers understand their needs and arrive at better 
solutions and acting as a customer advocate.  This is an ongoing process and involves field 
involvement as well as formal training. 
 
In summary, in the world of clinical laboratory sales, the ability to define value to a potential 
customer has become a much more difficult process.  Due to commodization of the marketplace, 
laboratory users view clinical laboratories as offering essentially the same services.  This 
misperception calls for a new approach to selling:  a consultative sales methodology that emphasizes 
a thorough due diligence process, depth probing, value-directed proposals, and closing skills to 
provide a win-win for both the customer and the laboratory. 
 
 
For more information, please call us at (800) 860-5454 or visit www.chisolutionsinc.com.  


