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Matthew:   Hello. Welcome to Marketing Smarts, a podcast brought to you by 

MarketingProfs. I’m your host Matthew Grant, Managing Editor here at 
MarketingProfs, and I thank you for listening. 

 
 Over the last 10 years Daniel Pink has written a handful of bestselling books 

about the evolving world of work, beginning back In 2002 with Free Agent Nation: 
The Future of Working for Yourself. He followed that up with a manga-style 
career guide and went on to investigate the role of creativity in business and the 
mechanics of human motivation. His latest book, To Sell is Human, makes the 
basic argument that given the human propencity for persuading others, whether 
to cough up dough or to simply pay attention to us, everybody is in sales. 

 
 I invited Dan to Marketing Smarts to discuss this basic premise, the theological 

distinction between sales and marketing, and the art of non-sales selling. The 
following conversation was the result. 

 
 Before I get started, I want to remind you that if you like what you hear on 

Marketing Smarts, and even if you don’t, you can always leave us a review in 
iTunes or a comment on our site. You’re also welcome to reach out to me directly 
via email, my email address is MattG@marketingprofs.com. Or you can find me 
on Twitter where I am @MattTGrant.  

 
 Without much further ado, let’s get started. Dan, welcome to Marketing Smarts. 
 
Dan: Hey, Matt. Thanks for having me.  
 
Matthew: So you have this new book out, To Sell is Human, and one of the things that we 

talk about a lot on Marketing Smarts is the relationship between sales and 
marketing. Oddly enough, there’s an automatic assumption that there’s a 
difference between the two. Even if people asked me am I in sales – I’m not even 
in marketing technically. So the question becomes; I don’t know if this book is for 
me, I don’t know if it’s for marketers per se. How do you sell this book to people, 
especially people who don’t think of themselves as being in sales?  

 
Dan: That’s a really good question. I think that most people A) don’t think of 

themselves as in sales and B) don’t want to think of themselves in sales, 
because sales has such a bad reputation.  

 
 One thing that I did kind of pass by in the book that I didn’t find it all that 

interesting and I didn’t find it all that meaningful to readers is this distinction that 
is bandied about between marketing and sales. To me, they’re not exactly the 
same but they’re kind of, sort of similar. But debating the theological distinctions 
between the two doesn’t do a lot for me and I’m not sure it does a lot for readers.  
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 I think the bigger point here is if you look at what white collar workers do on the 

job they’re spending a big portion of their time in – again, we can have all kinds 
of synonyms for this – persuading people, influencing people, convincing people, 
moving people, selling. It’s not only selling that makes the cash register ring, it’s 
not only “Matt, what can I do to put you in a Buick this afternoon.” It’s things like 
going to ask your boss for a raise, pitching ideas to colleagues, marshalling 
support for a project, trying to convince someone who you’re managing to do 
things a little bit differently.  

 
 To me, it’s essentially an exchange. We’re trying to get people to part with 

resources, make an exchange so that they’re better off. To me that’s sort of like 
sales.  

 
 The curious thing, and I think what you really hit on very deeply here, is that most 

people don’t like sales. In fact, I did this really interesting thing in trying to get 
some quantitative flesh on the bones here and we went out and did a survey of 
about 7,000 adult full-time workers in the United States. Among the things we 
asked them was, “When you think of sales or selling, what’s the first word that 
comes to mind?”  

 
 So this was a slightly different kind of survey question, we weren’t asking, “Do 

agree, disagree strongly, strongly disagree.” We said, “When you think of sales 
or selling, what’s the first word that comes to mind?”  

 
 The words that came out, the adjectives especially, were just unbelievable. They 

were all negative; sleazy, slimy, pushy, smarmy, annoying. We even had 
interjections; yuck, ugh, ick. People don’t like sales.  

 
 My view though is that’s less about sales than about the conditions in which 

sales have long taken place. It’s really a view about information rather than it is 
about sales.  

 
Matthew: Right, because when some people interact with a sales person, the classic as 

you suggested, “I’m going to put you in a Buick today.” When you walk onto the 
lot, I do even to this day feel like I’m about to get ripped off somehow. It’s, 
“They’re going to get me somehow.”  

 
 The funny thing is though, marketing falls into the same disrepute. There was a 

survey that was done a few months back and people saw marketing as providing 
less social value than almost anything else. It was even below being a 
congressman.  

 
Dan: Wow.  
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Matthew: I know, it was crazy. In fact, I once told a friend of mine that I was in marketing 
and he said, “Oh. Well, you still seem to have a soul.” So in a weird way both 
marketing and sales have this disrepute.  

 
 When you were talking about this difference between selling and persuading, and 

even when I was reading around about your book it seems that a lot of other 
people have picked up on it. They raise a question about is persuasion and 
influence truly selling. Somehow actually getting money from people as opposed 
to just general resources does seem to be a significant difference in people’s 
minds. What do you think about that?  

 
Dan: I think that is actually a pretty interesting question. To me, I don’t see a gigantic 

difference between getting money from somebody or getting attention. Getting 
them to pay money, to me, is not as important of a distinction as getting people to 
pay attention, or give effort, or to do something else. That is, if I give you $5 the 
fact that’s it’s denominated in dollars doesn’t to me make it more or less valuable 
than I give you half an hour of my time or a week of my effort.  

 
 So how the resources are denominated is less important than they are resources 

that are part of an exchange.  
 
Matthew: Right. First of all, I feel like half an hour of your time is more valuable to me than 

$5, though I will take the $5, you can send it to me here in Concord, 
Massachusetts.  

 
 One of the things you just brought up here, and you talk about it in the book, is 

sort of information asymmetry. A lot of our audience are B-to-B marketers and it’s 
one of the things that they’re wrestling with, especially it’s an issue in this 
relationship between sales and marketing. The stats differ, but they’re saying it’s 
something like a buyer is 60-70% of the way down their purchase path before 
they ever get in touch with a sales person.  

 
Dan: Yes.  
 
Matthew: Some people point to the fact that shows the increasing power of marketing, 

particularly content marketing, to influence that 70% of the journey. But kind of 
what you’re saying is, “Look, marketers, you’re selling. You’re doing what the 
salesperson used to have to do in terms of walking people down that path.” Am I 
getting that right?  

 
Dan: Again, I understand why people in marketing and why people in sales would want 

to talk about this distinction. But to me as an outsider, take a step back, to me the 
distinction isn’t that relevant. I think the bigger issue here, the giant issue here, is 
exactly what you said, the issue of information.  
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 Let’s go back to your experience on the car lot. I have to tell you, having 
interviewed a lot of car dealers, when you walk onto the lot they’re a little 
nervous. Why? Because if you walked onto that lot 20 years ago to buy a Buick 
they totally knew much more about Buicks than you ever could, not even close. 
Now when you walk onto that car lot you are, as those marketers say, part way 
down the sales path.  

 
 You’ve done a lot of research on Buicks and how much they go for in your area. 

You might have gone online to look at user groups of people who love a 
particular Buick and their experiences with it. You might be holding in your hot 
little hand the invoice price of the car. That creates a very different relationship. 
It’s different in when that relationship becomes engaged, as you said before. But 
it’s also much more of a relationship of equals.  

 
 Don’t discount how much that car dealer is a little nervous when he sees you 

walking in clutching your iPad or waving the printouts in front of you. 
 
Matthew: Right, because now we have all this information. As you point out, we may 

actually know things.  
 
Dan: You could know more. It’s not only in the formal sales relationship, it’s also in 

other kinds of interactions that involve behavior, change, and persuasion. Talk to 
any doctor. They will have some patients who come in and say, “Before I came in 
to the doctor, I actually did some research on my own. I think I have XYZ and 
that you should prescribe me ABC.” They come in clutching the printouts. 
Doctors face that kind of move from information asymmetry to information 
parody.  

 
 I think what that has done is it’s created much more of a relationship between 

buyer and seller of equals. I think what it’s also done, whether you’re in sales or 
marketing, I think it has forced more and more people to the high road. It’s harder 
to hoodwink people today. You can still do it, but it’s a pretty dim long term 
strategy, it doesn’t work very well. 

 
Matthew: Along that line, a doctor is a classic example of a professional who is used to be 

being deferred to as the authority, so this kind of stuff is a challenge within that 
regard. Also, it kind of raises to me this idea of identity. Even that I would say, 
“I’m not in sales,” or that people when you ask them about sales they say, 
“They’re sleazy, they’re slimy, they’re hoodwinkers.”  

 
 Can you talk a little bit about how you address this idea somehow that people 

have sales in their DNA? People that say, “He’s a natural salesman,” or, “That’s 
just not me so that’s why I’m not going into sales.” What do you think about that? 
I think that’s a misconception, personally. 
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Dan: I think it’s a misconception in many ways, at least in two dimensions – one 
macro, one micro.  

 
 The macro distinction is that a lot of what we know about human performance 

that’s come out over the last few years is that we have oversold – no pun 
intended – the value of innate ability and undersold the importance of practice 
and experience. So the idea that somebody comes out of the womb as a “natural 
salesperson” is as unlikely as the idea that someone comes out of the womb as a 
natural violinist or a natural second baseman.  The way you get better at stuff, 
anything, is practice, practice, practice. So that’s on the broad level.  

 
 On the more micro level there’s actually research that strongly contradicts what I 

think is embedded in that view. We have this idea when we think of the typical 
salesperson, the natural, we think of the smiling, friendly, gregarious, glad 
handing, backslapping type, the kind of extreme extrovert. There’s research 
coming out in a paper in the Journal of Psychological Science later this year by a 
guy named Adam Grant who is at Wharton. He actually looked at the connection 
between extroversion and sales performance.  

 
 This is a really interesting issue, because the research shows pretty clearly that 

extroverts are more likely to go into sales and that extroverts are actually more 
likely to get promoted in sales job. But, when you look at the link between 
extroversion, that is a gregarious personality, and sales performance – and this is 
“sales,” how often the cash register rings – the correlation is basically zero.  

 
 So what Grant did is this really interesting study where he took software 

salespeople and at the beginning of the period they took a kind of standard 
personality assessment, the kind that you and I and many people who are 
listening have taken, that measures introversion and extroversion on a one to 
seven scale. One meaning extremely introverted, seven meaning extremely 
extroverted. Then it tracked the sales performance of all these sales reps.  

 
 It turned out that the introverts, the people who were heavily introverted, didn’t do 

that well. That’s not surprising at all. What’s more surprising is that the strong 
extroverts didn’t do that well either. They did only just a little bit better than the 
introverts. The people who did better by far where the ambiverts.  

 
 What’s an ambivert? This is a term that’s been around since the late-1920s. It 

describes people who are somewhat introverted and somewhat extroverted. Go 
back to that one to seven scale, one being extremely introverted and seven being 
extremely extroverted. These are people who aren’t ones and twos (the strong 
introverts), and not sixes and sevens (the stalwart extroverts.) These are people 
who are threes, fours, and fives. It turned out that those folks, in fact the number 
right in the middle – the fours – were the ones who had the most sales.  
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 What’s interesting about that are a couple of things. First, it explodes the myth of 
the extroverted salesperson. The second thing that it does is – describing a chart 
on a podcast is a perilous task, but let me describe a chart. If you think about that 
scale running one to seven on the horizontal axis, then on the vertical axis is how 
much you sold. What it looks like is a kind of rainbow going from one to seven 
that peaks right in the middle. The strong introverts and strong extroverts neither 
one of them was very good, but the people in the middle did easily the best.  

 
 If you can keep that rainbow in your head for a moment longer, what’s interesting 

about that that goes to your idea of “the natural” is that’s the distribution of 
introversion and extroversion in the population. Most of us are not strong 
introverts, most of us are not strong extroverts, most of us are ambiverts, most of 
us are in the middle. So what it suggests is that this ability to sell is not some kind 
of unnatural act, it’s something that human beings do and that all of us can get a 
little bit better at it. 

 
Matthew: Right. So your answer to “the natural” thing is two-fold. No, you’re not naturally 

born a salesperson, but at the same time, yes, actually you are just by being a 
normal human. 

 
Dan: Right, exactly. You’re naturally born a human being. That’s an important point, 

that’s one reason why I titled the book this way. We have to move away, I think, 
from thinking of selling something as a kind of unnatural scurrilous act when in 
fact it’s actually that without our ability to do this we wouldn’t be where we are 
today. There’s an evolutionary advantage in this. It also ends up being a 
fundamentally human quality.  

 
 And even more than that, in order to do it well today, any sort of ability or skill is 

practices in a context and the context in which this particular skill has to be 
practiced has changed dramatically in the last 10 years. What it’s meant is that 
the low road of plaid sport coat, sell you a lemon, hoodwinkery, that’s just not a 
great option. It’s an okay option when buyers have limited information, when they 
don’t have a lot of choices and they don’t have a means to talk back. But now 
buyers have all kinds of choices, ample information, and the means to talk balk.  

 
 We’ve had musicals about this. If you think about The Music Man he went around 

and ripped off people and then moved to the next town. Try that today and you’re 
going to be outed on Facebook in 10 minutes.  

 
 I always think about the guy at United Airlines when United Airlines lost his 

luggage, broke his guitar, then he complained about that and he didn’t get his 
justice in the formal complaints so this guy made a video on YouTube. Suddenly 
everybody sees it, they think that United is terrible, and you and I are talking 
about it two years later. 
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Matthew: In fact, Dave Carroll was on my podcast several months ago talking about that 
very thing.  

 
Dan: There you go.  
 
Matthew: They used to say caveat emptor, now it’s caveat venditor. The flip side of this 

glad handing, plaid jacketed fellow is kind of the natural feeling I think people 
have when they have to go into sales. I know when I’ve had direct sales type jobs 
you’re making the call, you’re really nervous that you’re going to face rejection, 
people hate salespeople so you’re already thinking, “Oh my god, I’m the person 
they hate.”  

 
 You had some interesting insight about that in terms of how successful 

salespeople prep themselves. And it’s not about, “You’re going to get it, I’m a 
killer, I’m the hunter, I’m going to do it.” It was more about this idea of asking 
yourself questions to prime the pump there. Could you talk a little bit about that? 

 
Dan: Yes. I think that’s a really interesting aspect of the book. What I tried to do is talk 

if we believe this argument or if we think it’s more right than wrong that we’re all 
in sales now but sales isn’t what it used to be, then what are qualities that matter 
most? What I did is I looked at the social science to try to figure that out. 

 
 In an homage to “always be closing” (ABC,) I have the new ABCs of attunement, 

buoyancy, and clarity.  
 
 Buoyancy is the ability to stay afloat on an ocean of rejection. That’s one of the 

things about sales, I think it’s one of the things about work in general in that 
people are much more exposed to getting rejected a lot. Nobody likes rejection. 
The social science offers us some ways to get better at it, to remain more 
buoyant.  

 
 You suggest one of them, which I think is fascinating and it’s something that I’ve 

been doing myself. The conventional view is that before you go into a sales call, 
or even an important meeting or anything that is significant in your life, what you 
should do internal, what’s called self-talk, should be positive and affirmative. It’s 
basically the Bela Karolyi school, “You can do it, you’re awesome,” or even the 
more insanely macho animalistic view that you were talking about before, “You’re 
a killer, you’re gonna slay ‘em.”  

 
 In fact, the research shows something very different. It shows that what’s called 

interrogative self-talk is more effective. That is, if I’m going on a sales call I 
shouldn’t say, “Dan, you’re awesome, you’re a killer, you’re going to get it.” 
Instead I should say, “Dan, can you do this?”  
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 The Tony Robbins of the world might have a heart attack, because you’re letting 
in some doubt and negativity. But the research shows that questions operate 
very differently from statements. Questions by their nature are more active, they 
have to illicit a response. If I say, “Dan, you can do it,” I feel pretty good about 
that, it’s a nice little warm bath of affirmation and I feel good about myself. But if I 
say, “Dan, can you do this?” this interrogative self-talk, I have to kind of answer it 
in my head.  

 
 “Can I do this? Well yeah, I’ve been on sales calls before. I actually have done a 

lot of due diligence and I know this particular prospect’s interests and problems 
really well. Can I do this? Yes. We have a great product that I think helps a lot of 
people.”  

 
 She interrogative self-talk is it’s more muscular, you begin giving yourself the 

techniques, the tools, the wherewithal, the knowhow to actually accomplish the 
task. So rather than bathe in that affirmation, which is very passive, you end up 
more actively preparing yourself for the encounter.  

 
 It’s some really interesting research by Dolores Albarracin, who was at Illinois 

and is now at Penn, and some of her colleagues that run counter to some of the 
conventional views of how we prepare for these things.  

 
Matthew: Moving on from how we prepare to how as organizations we manage and 

prepare people to do sales, I was wondering if you could talk a little bit about 
some of the insights you’ve garnered about best practices in terms of managing 
the sales force. I know this is something you did address in Drive, about what 
really motivates people, but I’m wondering how your views on motivation or 
commission based selling and that stuff has changed as you were putting 
together this book. 

 
Dan: It’s interesting because in some ways the impetus for this book was that very 

issue. When I wrote the book Drive a couple years ago that book argued that we 
rely too heavily on if-then motivators, carrot and stick motivators, if you do this 
then you get that. It looked at about 50 years of social science that says those 
things don’t work nearly as well as we think and that we need to move to other 
alternative forms of motivation that are better grounded in the social science.  

 
 In response to that people said, “Okay, what about salespeople, Dan? 

Salespeople are coin-operated, they don’t do anything if they don’t get a 
commission.” I find that a really interesting question. At the same time, I started 
hearing from people who were kind of coming out of the closet saying, “I have a 
sales force and I eliminated commissions and I saw sales go up.” That issue is 
one of the reasons that I decided to write a book about sales, because I didn’t 
know very much about it. The idea of how we motivate sales people was really 
the door that I entered in order to try to understand sales more broadly.  
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 What I found on this particular dimension is that we have this view that the only 

way to compensate sales people is with commissions and that they won’t do 
anything without commissions. It turns out that that’s just fundamentally wrong. 
I’m not saying that companies should eliminate commissions necessarily, but 
there’s all kinds of evidence from all kinds of companies around the world that 
have shown that there are alternative ways to motivate salespeople.  

 
 You can hire good people who believe in what you’re selling. You can pay them 

ample and healthy salaries. Instead of giving them individual commissions for 
what they close, you can give them a share of company profits so that it’s fair 
and if the company rises they rise too.  

 
 And there are all kinds of distortions with sales commissions. They can often be 

an enemy of collaboration. If you and I both have individual commissions, why 
should I help you do anything? They end up taking a surprising amount of 
administrative apparatus to keep alive. It ends up taking an enormous amount of 
management time because what will inevitably happen is that I’m going to say, “I 
brought in this client, but Matt actually closed it, but I need some of that 
commission.” So you have management that’s spending a huge amount of time 
litigating the compensation system.  

 
 My view is basically this. It’s worth challenging this orthodoxy that the only way to 

motivate salespeople is with individual commissions. I just think the facts don’t 
show that out. I don’t think it’s wrong all the time, but I don’t think it’s right all the 
time either. I think there are all kinds of examples both in the social science and 
in the practices of public companies, like Microchip Technology in Phoenix, that 
have shown that there are other ways to do this.  

 
Matthew: That’s actually one of the first companies that I worked at out of school with a 

temp agency, but they had no commissions on their sales force. In fact, it was 
something that they used as a differentiator saying, “We’re not traditional sales 
people.” They had a picture of a fly close up and said, “Here’s this salesperson 
from the staffing company again,” sort of making fun of the sales caricature and 
saying, “We’re not like that because we don’t have commission.” Really the only 
problem when they acquired a company sales force that was commission-driven, 
then it was a huge culturally issue.  

 
 I think the last thing I wanted to ask you about was about pitches. This is 

certainly something where a lot of times the marketers help develop the pitch and 
the story and this is one of the services that they’re rendering to the sales force. 
You talk a lot about the successors to the elevator pitch, so I was wondering if 
you could sketch those out. What’s going to be the most successful successor?  
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Dan: I don’t know. I think again this is where you can harvest some social science to 
help people do things a little bit better.  

 
 Two of my favorites are, first the rhyming pitch. It’s quite remarkable. There’s 

research out of Lafayette College that shows that pitches that rhyme are more 
memorable, which doesn’t surprise us, but they’re also considered more truthful. 
The reason for that is they increase what cognitive scientists call processing 
fluency, they go down easier. It’s a remarkable thing. If you look at Johnny 
Cochrane years ago.  

 
Matthew: I was going to say, “If it doesn’t fit, you must aquit.”  
 
Dan: Everybody knows that and he said it 18 years ago in a trial. Nobody remembers 

anything I said 18 years ago.  
 
 So I think if you reformulate certain pitches as rhymes you end up actually 

increasing your prospects processing fluencies. That’s one thing. The other one 
though, which I think is really interesting and goes back to one of your earlier 
questions, is the question pitch.  

 
 We pitch too often in declarative statements. There’s research out of Ohio State 

that shows that actually in certain circumstances, not all, but in certain 
circumstances asking questions is persuasive than actually making statements. 
The conditions in which questions are more persuasive than statements are 
when the facts are on your side. The reason goes back to what we were talking 
about before with interrogative self-talk.  

 
 Ronald Reagan is a good example. In 1980 when the economy was in the tank 

Ronald Reagan asked, “Are you better off now than you were four years ago?” At 
the time it was very clear, if you look back to the economic data and polling data 
that most Americans thought they were absolutely worse off than they were in 
1976. Now, he could have issued a declarative statement, “You’re not better off 
than you were four years ago,” but by asking the question he harnessed the 
power of questions, which are active rather than passive.  

 
 When the facts are on your side and you pitch with a question, “Are you better off 

than you were four years ago?” inevitably people, not always out loud but in self-
talk, begin answering the question. They start thinking about it. What that does is 
they start summoning their own reasons for agreeing with you. When people 
have their own reasons for agreeing with you they adhere to those reasons more 
deeply. 

 
 Now, this can backfire though, as Mitt Romney showed us. When the facts aren’t 

on your side it has the opposite approach. Romney tried for about a week in the 
2012 campaign to rehabilitate that line, “Are you better off now than you were 
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four years ago?” In 2012 that was a murky question because some people were 
a little better off than they were four years ago, a lot of people weren’t sure 
whether they were better off, so it wasn’t this clear thing. What happened is when 
Romney asked the question, “Are you better off now than you were four years 
ago?” people thought about it and said, “Actually, maybe I am a little bit. Four 
years ago was awful, maybe it’s a little bit better now.” It backfired.  

 
 So when the facts are on your side pitching with questions is a very powerful 

technique. When the facts aren’t on your side though, it can backfire.  
 
Matthew: Dan, it’s a pleasure as always to speak with you. That’s all the time we have. If 

people want to find out more about your book or where you might be appearing 
on your tour near them, where would you send them? 

 
Dan: I would send them to www.DanPink.com. There’s all kinds of stuff there. You can 

watch a two minute trailer, you can read the introduction to see if the book is for 
you, you can find out the places that I’m going if you want to come and see me 
talk about this stuff in person. However, without the benefit of a brain interlocker 
like you, Matt.  

 
Matthew: You’re too kind. Thank you so much, Dan, for joining us on the show today. 

Thank you, listener, for listening here to the very end. This has been the 
Marketing Smarts podcast brought to you by MarketingProfs and I’ve been your 
host Matthew Grant. Talk to you next week.  


