
Succeeding in slow times
I'll let you in on a little secret. I like to shop for cars on rainy weekdays.

I learned this secret by accident. I wandered into a car dealership looking for a car, in
the middle of a rainy day in April.

I knew who I wanted to talk with -- the car salesman I had used before. I knew his
tactics, knew his weaknesses (or at least I think I knew them), and was ready to "do
battle," fully ready to walk out of the dealership if I didn't get the kind of deal I wanted.

As he and I sat, engaged in our little tug-of-war, I looked around the room and saw a
bunch of car salespeople -- some of them were sitting with their heads in their hands,
looking out the window at the rain; some were gathered around the water cooler, talking
about the basketball game from the weekend before. Still others were reading the
newspaper.

It was interesting to me -- because I was talking with the only salesperson in the place
that actually had a customer -- me!

I've seen this in other places, too -- throngs of salespeople stand around in the
appliance department at my neighborhood Sears store. When a customer walks in the
door, these salespeople descend on her, offering their cards as if it were some kind of
talisman. It reminds me of feeding seagulls at the park -- each bird attempting to get the
food, nudging out the others and occasionally fighting for position.

Which brings me back to the car dealer and the rain.

Truth be told, I was only half listening to my salesman's spiel. I knew what I wanted, I
knew the price point I was after, and I was merely listening to him because I know it
takes a couple of hours to wear him down.  Instead, I was watching the rest of the sales
staff. They were just waiting for a flood of customers to walk through the door. Being
rainy, midweek, and midday, not a lot of customers were arriving.

I thought of all the things they could be doing -- looking up past customers who bought a
car a couple of years ago; preparing sales pitches, reading up on the models they were
selling, sending out letters and brochures to entice customers to "buy up" to a better
car, and just getting their name in the public eye.

Instead, they were allowing their activity to be dictated by the customers who walked --
or didn't walk -- through the door.
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It's perhaps unfair to pick on these salespeople. I don't know what their instructions
were from their sales manager. I don't know what the rest of the day would bring --
although since I was in the dealership for about four hours that day, I have a pretty good
idea. All I know is that they were desperate -- you could see it in their faces.

If I were to pick one word that would help during slow times -- no matter what industry
you may work in -- it would be this word: invest.

Invest? You mean the stock market? Real estate? Mutual funds? Pork bellies?

No -- I mean invest in three ways:

First, invest in yourself
It's the rare person who can't find a way to make themselves better in what they do -- or
find some area where they can expand what they offer. As you remember from our
classic Monday Motivation "Me, Inc.," we all have products that we sell -- usually to our
employers.

One of the stupidest things that large corporations do is to carelessly cutback on staff
during a slow time. Although some cutbacks are usually necessary, a corporation
should use a slow time as a time of reinvention, retooling, training, and growth. Getting
the brains of the company together to talk about the future often yields great changes in
the way a company can respond to the demands of the marketplace -- but instead,
companies cast off their brain trust at the first sign of a storm -- and when the storm
subsides, they find they have been left behind by farsighted companies that used the
slowdown to change.

This requires foresight -- it requires the determination to put away capital to fund such a
downturn -- and yet, as demonstrated by Southwest Airlines during the aftermath of the
9-11 terrorist attacks, it can provide benefits that are hard to imagine.

You are not a multinational company, although you may work for one, but even in your
personal life, using the slow times to invest in yourself pays dividends.

Second, invest in your name.
Are you just one of the nameless, faceless throng congregating around the appliance
department? Rededicate yourself -- go on a "branding campaign." Nike went from a
simple Greek (or is it Roman) word to a multinational company recognizable only by its
trademark "swoosh," just by concentrating on branding. Are Nike's products superior to
their competition? I'll leave you to make that decision -- with size 13 (wide) feet, I'm not
a Nike customer -- but  their branding is far superior. In much of their advertising, their
name is no longer featured -- only the "swoosh."

Just as multinational companies spend millions on branding campaigns, you can do the
same -- and quiet times are a good time to start. Treat your customers royally, and then
make certain they have your name, and something to remember it by, whether it be a



business card, a twice-yearly (or more often) newsletter or e-mail correspondence, or
some sort of trinket or doodad they can take home with them. One reason I started
using the car salesman I did was because he gave me a key chain that had his name
on a miniature replica of a license plate. When he gave me the keys to the car, his
name was right there with them. (The key chain broke a few months later, but that's
another story).

He concentrated on his own name, not just the dealership's name -- so when I came in
the market for a new car a couple of years later, I remembered the name, even though
the key chain had since bit the dust.

My sister-in-law is a Realtor, and she trades on her name constantly. What's more, she
has set up a network of people she knows, socially, professionally, and at her church.
She asks them about their friends and family. She keeps her name out in the
professional circles. To her acquaintances, her name means more than just a name on
a "For Sale" sign in front of a house. She has used her name -- quite successfully -- as
a brand.

It really doesn't matter if you're in sales or not -- you can use this same technique. Get
your name known in your company, or in your community. Your name is your brand --
use it wisely and well.  Then, when the slow times come -- when the rainy weekdays
beset you -- you will find a greater percentage of people coming to see you than will
your nameless, faceless fellow workers.

Third, Invest some effort

As I sat there, listening to the car salesman carry on with his stories about the virtues
whatever car he was attempting to sell me at that moment, the other salesmen were lost
-- lost in whatever mental swamp was sapping their energy, just as certainly as the
rainstorm was sapping the sunlight.

If they had invested effort into calling old customers, checking up on new models,
learning more about their products, learning more about negotiation, or just learning
how to make themselves better at their jobs, it would pay off -- maybe not that day, but
some day in the future.

It takes effort, push, desire, and determination, to keep working when your mood says
to give up -- and yet that effort can make significant differences in the future --
differences that are all out of proportion to the effort expended.

As Albert Gray said in his famous talk about the common denominator of success, "The
common denominator of success -- the secret of success of every man who has ever
been successful -- lies in the fact that he formed the habit of doing things that failures
don't like to do."



Yes, we all have those rainy days -- and slow periods, down times, and difficult
passages will come to all of us.

Here in the desert Southwest, where I write this from, we're going through a drought. A
rainy day now and again would be a nice change. When the pioneers first settled the
West, they took rain barrels and placed them outside, ready to capture whatever water
fell from the heavens above. They channeled water, built reservoirs and water systems,
to bring water into areas where it normally didn't want to go. As a result, their effort paid
off in a dramatic fashion. Where once was desert, now communities exist. Where once
was wasteland, farms and orchards grow.

Yes, preparing for the future with work, effort, and investment takes a vision that the
common man may not have -- but you never wanted to be "common," did you? Working
for to become better, when all around you are dormant or backsliding, takes a belief in
yourself and your future. Becoming better in the midst of dark and dreary moods -- like
slow times bring -- is the measure of stature of the giants of the world -- the men and
women who control their moods, and their response to those moods. These are the
people who turn slow times around.

Will there be downturns? Of course there will. Will there be slow times? Life is cyclical,
after all. Will there be rainy days? There certainly will. Will you survive them? What do
you think? This year is the future you talked about last year -- today is the future you
looked for yesterday. You survived the past -- now what are you going to do for the
future?

In the end, I wound up buying the car -- it took the salesman four hours to get to where I
wanted him to be. I don't know if I was the only sale that day -- but I was the only sale
during that four-hour period. When I left, the other salespeople were still sitting around --
and it was still raining.

But it cleared up -- and then it rained again.

What will you do with the slow times? How will you respond to the downturns?

What will you invest?
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