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Small Business Prospecting… 
Win and Retain New Relationships 

hen someone says the 
economy is so lousy 
there’s no use spending 

time trying to prospect for new small 
business relationships, that’s just an 
excuse,” contends Nicholas T. Miller, 
President of Clarity Advantage Corpora-
tion (Boston, MA). “For financial institu-
tions and Branch Managers, the real issue 
is focus:  You want to do business with 
some types of companies and not others. 
Your criteria may be changing, you may 
want to attract deposits and not make a 
lot of loans…that doesn’t mean no pros-
pecting.” 

Recent surveys reveal that anywhere 
from 40 to 60 percent of small businesses 
would consider changing financial insti-
tutions. Concerns about their institution’s 
safety, fears of being booted out because 
policies change, increased pricing, and a 
drop in services are all driving businesses 
to reconsider their banking relationships. 
“It’s a wonderful time to prospect! You 
just have to be careful about choosing 
who you woo,” says Miller. 
 
Define “Prospecting” 
 

The term “prospecting” generally 
means “looking for people to sell to” – 
identifying, approaching and booking 
first appointments with organizations you 
are not already serving.  

“It’s far more than that,” says Miller. 
“Yes, it includes identifying, approach, 
and appointments.  But getting in front of 
prospects is relatively easy compared to 
winning their trust and confidence to the 
point that they’re willing to consider the 

hassle of changing institutions or opening 
relationships with a new institution.”  

When done best, prospecting is a 
planned, systematic, routine, repeated, 
methodical process that includes work 
provided by marketing departments and 
Branch Manager work at the street level.  
“Sure, there are lucky moments – a 
chance meeting, a phone call at just the 
right moment – but serious ‘prospecting’ 
is a process, not a series of lucky coinci-
dences. At each step along the path, you 
have to give your team explicit direc-
tions,” says Miller.  

Financial institutions that are highly 
skilled at winning and retaining new rela-
tionships have developed both corporate 
and street-level focus on the types and 
sizes and challenges of the companies 
they want to attract. They develop strate-
gies for bringing value to the table, nur-
turing community networking 
approaches, and providing Branch Man-
agers and their teams with the tools to 
achieve success.  
 
Target the Businesses  
You Want To Attract 
 

“As a Branch Manager, you only have 
a finite amount of time in which you can 
do new business generation activities. 
Because it’s a fixed amount of time, you 
need to concentrate on the businesses that 
bring the highest return for the institu-
tion,” explains Miller. To be effective at 
prospecting, you need to clearly under-
stand… 

 
  Who are you going after?  You 

are typically more effective when you 
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Winning at Prospecting! 
 

Understanding how to choose and make appointments with qualified, desirable small businesses can accele-
rate your sales and boost your effectiveness. Winning at Prospecting!TM is a highly interactive 1-day program de-
veloped by Clarity Advantage Corporation (Boston, MA) that emphasizes community-based networking and warm 
introductions. Participants learn how to… 

  Focus and prioritize the business types and companies to pursue. 

  Integrate prospecting and business development activities into their daily and weekly routines. 

  Leverage their effectiveness with centers of influence and other referral sources. 

  Develop strong “conversation starting” questions and statements that focus on business owner concerns rather 
than the institution’s products or promotions. 

  Reduce or avoid appointment resistance. 
 
To learn more about Clarity Advantage and the services it offers, visit www.ClarityAdvantage.com . 

focus on a half dozen types of businesses 
that are productive, stable, and have a 
credit risk profile for which your institu-
tion has an appetite. 

 
  Why should they pay attention 

to you?  Define and understand the mes-
sage you want to deliver. Just telling 
prospects you have good service, great 
products, and convenient locations won’t 
convince most of them to switch. You 
need to define and clearly articulate the 
value your institution can provide. 

“Carefully think through how to de-
scribe what you do for a business owner, 
so that they get what you do is different 
and more valuable than what someone 
else does,” Miller says. “In general, we 
find that the people we talk to in the in-
dustry don’t really understand what their 
competitors do and they are unable to 
articulate what they want their own 
people to do.” 

 
  What is the process at your insti-

tution for working with prospects?  Is 
it to call them up every 30 days and find 
out if their current institution has made a 
mistake yet? Or is your institution’s first 
step to seek a referral or introduction? If 
you can’t get introduced, what is the 
process of letters, phone calls, and con-
tacts at community events you go through 
to start developing the relationship? You 
have to think through… 

  What are your steps? 

  What are your messages? 

 “Prospecting is a long process. The 
steps may differ by institution and even 
region,” Miller says. “If I’m a new 
Branch Manager and my manager says 
go develop some new business, my re-
sponse is What is our process?” 
 
Develop Your Expertise 
 

When you focus on specific types of 
businesses, you develop expertise and 
understanding that become more valuable 
as you build them. “If a Branch Manager 
becomes known as the one for dentists, 
word will get around. Small business 
owners want expertise,” Miller says. 
“Your expertise gets the conversation 
started and you want to continue building 
the expertise to attract similar business-
es.” 

Start with three to six industries and 
build on that number over time. As you 
build the expertise, you are also building 
your networks. “If a Branch Manager is 
concentrating on dentists and gets to 
know all the dentists in town and what 
they’re doing and how well they’re 
doing, the Branch Manager will find it 
easier to bring value and network because 
they’ve invested in that particular set of 
relationships as opposed to a more shot-
gun approach where they’re starting con-
versations with 50 kinds of businesses 
that may not have networks to reach each 
other,” Miller says. “For referral value 
and referral consistency, invest with a 
group of people. Get to know them. Re-
ciprocate and bring value in your net-

working conversation.” 
 
Prepare, Prepare, Prepare 
 

High performers invest time and 
thought in preparing for their approaches. 
Miller cites these examples: 

 
  Identify trends in the economy 

or in similar businesses. Understanding 
the significant issues or trends affecting 
operators of particular types of business-
es is a key component of the preparation 
process.  

 Be ready to articulate perspective or 
new information you can bring the pros-
pect about what’s going on out there.  

“If someone is calling on me and 
they’re calling on other consulting firms, 
I want to know What do you see them 
doing that I’m not doing? What should I 
be thinking about?” Miller says. “The 
usual answer is I do call on some others 
but frankly, pal, I have no idea…I just 
sell the products.” This is another reason 
why it’s useful to specialize. If you work 
with 10 other consultants in town and 
you’re seeing a couple of trends, you can 
ask the consultants you’re pursuing how 
those trends are affecting them. 

  Translate the trends into good 
“conversation starters.” Prepare to 
speak about trends you’ve identified and 
to ask business owners questions about 
the impact of those trends on their busi-
nesses. 

EXAMPLE:  “If a banker were ever to 
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Be Specific When Giving Feedback 
 

Tell employees exactly what they did (or didn’t do). Saying “You’re a great teller” isn’t as effective as specific rein-
forcement.  EXAMPLE:  “You helped that irate client by staying calm yourself.” 

call me as the owner of a consulting firm 
that caters to the banking industry and 
say…I notice that you offer consulting 
and training services to the banking in-
dustry. I’m wondering how your business 
is being affected by the budget cutting 
and re-focusing of the financial institu-
tions you call on…I would fall out of my 
chair!” says Miller. 

“If they were to follow that and say I 
would imagine this has a fairly signifi-
cant impact on your ability to plan cash 
flow, it would show planning, preparation 
and drawing of conclusions. It would hint 
that the institution would provide some 
value to me beyond their products.” 

 
  Prepare to answer the obvious 

question: Why should the owner con-
sider your institution?  “Use your expe-
rience with similar businesses to guide 
your preparation.”  What were their prob-
lems?  How did you or the institution 

help? Prepare to portray your value by 
sharing stories that demonstrate how you 
have helped other owners with their chal-
lenges. “Do so in a way that’s more rich-
ly developed than better products, 
service, and location,” notes Miller.  

 
  Anticipate questions and likely 

outcomes.  Say the prospect decided to 
switch. How could you help them do that 
so the business is not disrupted? 

  Develop a call plan.  When meet-
ing with the prospect, you need to come 
prepared with questions. Outline an ap-
proach for having a conversation that will 
engage the small business owner. This 
should include addressing the impact of 
current trends and events on the business.  
 

Clarity Advantage 
(www.clarityadvantage.com) helps finan-
cial institutions generate more profitable 
relationships faster with small and me-

dium-sized companies, their owners, and 
employees. 

Clarity consulting, communications, 
sales tools, and training help institutions 
recruit and deploy sales team members, 
choose their best business and consumer 
prospects and clients, then approach, 
engage, sell, expand and retain relation-
ships. Clarity also assists institutions 
with consumer sales and cash manage-
ment sales. Clarity clients have posted 
increases in household penetration, 
cross-sells, deposit volume, and loan 
volume. 

Clarity’s free Weekly Sales Thought 
reaches an international audience (sub-
scribe at www.clartyadvantage.com).  

To contact Nick Miller, call  
1-978-897-5665 or e-mail  
nickmiller@clarityadvantage.com.  
 

 

 
 

Back to Old-Fashioned Basics  
ld-fashioned bankers at-
tracted new clients largely 
through personal and com-

munity relationships,” observes Nicholas 
T. Miller, President of Clarity Advantage 
Corporation (Boston, MA). “As people 
got to know them and trust them, they 
would turn to them for conversation, ad-
vice, and bank products.”  

In addition, savvy old-style bankers 
would choose companies and people in 
their communities that they wanted to 
bank and invest time to get to know them 
as an entre to conversations that might 
lead to banking relationships. 
 
The More Things Change, 
The More They Return  
 

During the last twenty years, “person-
al” lost favor as bank sales leaders relied 

increasingly on impersonal product pro-
motions and call blitzes to attract new 
small business accounts. Bankers’ finan-
cial acumen also faded as banks merged, 
shifted staff, and cut back on training. 
The result:  increased account acquisi-
tion… and higher rates of customer attri-
tion, often leading to little increase in 
core clients.  

Looking at this data, “our research 
shows that the most effective small busi-
ness attractors are people who have 
worked in a market for several years and 
purposefully developed personal and 
business relationships. As a result, in-
coming  referrals keep them busy, the 
relationships they attract tend to stay 
longer,  and they tend to be among their 
institution’s top performers,” Miller con-
tinues.  

“The high performers also meet busi-

ness owners’ expectations for perspective 
and business competence,” Miller says.  
While they may open conversations with 
business owners based on the personal 
and community connections, they are 
able to offer perspective about the econ-
omy and local or regional business 
events. They understand something about 
a business owner’s industry, that person 
as an entrepreneur, and his or her specific 
business.”  

Branch Managers and small business 
bankers need to move beyond Great to 
see you, so how’s business? or We’re 
offering a great CD rate this week. They 
need to be more than conduits to the in-
stitution’s products. They need to be 
aware of and be able to discuss the im-
pact of specific trends on that particular 
business. 

“O 
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Understand “Why” Targets Are Important 
 

“Branch Managers and their teams need to understand why they 
should focus their prospecting time on attracting specific types of busi-
nesses,” explains Nicholas T. Miller, President of Clarity Advantage Cor-
poration (Boston, MA). This understanding includes: 

 
  Institution profitability – Why some types of businesses contri-

bute more to the institution’s balance sheet and income statement growth 
and stability than others.  For example, veterinarian practice deposit bal-
ances are typically higher than nail salon balances.  

 
  Incentive compensation – Why certain types of businesses (e.g. 

deposit-rich, fee-generating) give the branch “better incentive compensa-
tion per hour” of sales time in terms of both current year and future depo-
sit growth, fee income, numbers of accounts, and loan growth.  

 
  Future business – How developing a reputation for good service 

and support among target business owners can lead to more referrals of 
similar businesses as owners of target business types share their expe-
riences with other owners.  

 
 

Relationship Attraction Process 
he word, “prospecting,” 
creates images of indi-
scriminant numbers 

games. You find prospects and drag 
them in,” states Nicholas T. Miller, 
President of Clarity Advantage Cor-
poration (Boston, MA). “They might 
just as easily continue right out the 
back door.” 

"A Relationship Attraction 
Process inspires more thinking about 
who we want to attract and retain as 
clients, how we open meaningful 
conversation, and what’s the process.  
It is more about ‘value’ and develop-
ing relationships that stick.”  

 
The Challenge of  
Bank Marketing 

 
“The challenge is that bank mar-

keting teams think in big aggregates 
…running product campaigns aimed 
at hundreds of thousands of prospects. 
That doesn’t give the street level sa-
lespeople much to work with beyond 
Hey, we’ve got a new product,” ex-
plains Miller, “and it reinforces the 
view that bankers are product pushers 
or order takers.”   

 
Relationship Attraction  
Is Precise 
 

A Relationship Attraction Process 
should be more strategic and more 
precise,” Miller says. “You establish 
processes that will help your team be 
more successful with the half-dozen 
types of businesses you really want to 

attract…and you teach them how to 
use these processes.”   

The trick is to translate the institu-
tion’s “big” marketing programs  into 
street-level Relationship Attraction 
components through which  Branch 
Managers and business bankers dem-
onstrate value that attracts high priori-
ty prospects – something  that 
complements or extends the latest 
advertised product or price change.    

This can include business events, 
social events, sponsorships, mailed 
information, and other elements over 
a period of time, all of which must be 
connected to “one Branch Manager 
calling on one business owner to start 
conversation.”  
A Planned Process 

 
Let’s suppose that one of the insti-

tution’s target industries is expanding 
computer software developers of a 
particular size. The first step in the 
Relationship Attraction Process asks 
the question, “What would the engi-
neers who run these companies find 
interesting?” Let’s suppose the an-
swer is, “How to manage cash flow 
and growth challenges.”  

In response, the marketing de-
partment, or a regional manager, or a 
Branch Manager could prepare a 
package that includes First Research 
material about emerging industry 
trends and the industry financial pro-
file of software developers of this 
type and size. Let’s suppose the re-

“T
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The Best Way to Grow Your Small Business Portfolio 
 

“At most financial institutions, the largest opportunity for growing small business portfolios and increasing profita-
bility is by cross-selling and retaining their existing small business clients, not prospecting for new ones” maintains 
Nicholas T. Miller, President of Clarity Advantage Corporation (Boston, MA). The typical client attrition rate ranges 
from 10 to 25 percent. In today’s economic turmoil, however, studies indicate that between 40 to 60 percent of small 
businesses are looking to change financial institutions. 

“Attracting new clients is expensive, even with so many businesses considering a move to a new financial institu-
tion. If you’re able to retain and expand business and personal relationships with high balance, fee-paying business-
es and their owners, that is the best way to grow and reduce sales costs,” Miller says. “While prospecting is a 
necessary requirement, the extent to which you want your small business bankers and Branch Managers prospect-
ing will vary depending on your ability to retain those accounts.” 

 “An institution with a 30 percent market share still needs to attract new clients. However, the number they need 
to bring onboard and the cost they incur to attract them will be significantly lower if they’re able to retain and cross-
sell more of the clients they have,” points out Miller. 

Where Could You Start the Conversation? 
 

If you want to pick a “hot topic” to generate conversation with a pros-
pect, don’t start with the checking account. 

Nicholas T. Miller, President of Clarity Advantage Corporation (Bos-
ton, MA) and his team recently interviewed a small business owner 
(founder of an engineering consulting services company). He rarely thinks 
about his bank relationship, much less his checking account (his practice 
manager handles that). His top-of-mind issues include: 

  Should I hire a business developer?  “The biggest challenge we 
have is developing new business on a consistent level so that we can 
plan and also hire staff rather than using subcontractors (expensive!). I’m 
not sure how to fund that, and I’m a little scared of incurring more debt.” 

  What should I do about health insurance?  “We offer a plan. As 
we’ve grown, the monthly payment is starting to make me crazy.” 

How can I reduce my insurance costs? “We seem to spend a lot of 
money on insurance. Our clients, and common sense, suggest that we 
need all of the insurance we have. I’m not sure that we have been very 
smart about how we purchased the insurance.” 

  How should I modify retirement benefits?  “We have a Simple 
IRA at this point to which we contribute on a matching basis. I’m wonder-
ing whether it’s time to step up to a more sophisticated plan. That will cost 
me more money, but may provide better outcomes for my team mem-
bers.” 

  How should I finance the business?  “We have a line of credit at 
our bank which is sufficient for our typical cash flow challenges. But the 
real backing for this business is a $300,000 home equity loan that I occa-
sionally draw from to lend money to the business. It’s a lower rate of in-
terest, and I wonder whether I’m doing the right thing.” 

gional cash management partner 
could add some information about 
best practices for managing cash 
cycles in the software development 
business. Now they have something 
to work with – an offering of perspec-
tive and value to begin the conversa-
tion!  

The second step is the approach 
process. Referrals are better than un-
solicited approaches. So, for example, 
first, there’s a phone call to the soft-
ware firm’s accountant, introducing 
the concept and asking, “Do you think 
they’d find this useful? Would you be 
willing to introduce us?” 

The accountant calls the founder 
to introduce the Branch Manager or 
business banker and support the idea 
of the presentation; the Branch Man-
ager or business banker follows up 
with a phone call to propose a meet-
ing and discussion.   

If the answer is “yes”, there’s a 
meeting. If the answer is a “no”, then 
the Branch Manager begins other 
efforts to be introduced and to offer 
on-going industry updates and ideas 
through which to attract conversation.  

Alternatively, a region or a branch 
could offer a local seminar for soft-
ware developers and other profes-
sional service business owners 
covering the same topics. Branch 
Managers and business bankers call-
ing on prospective customers can use 
the seminar invitation and post-
seminar discussion to start conversa-

tions about business issues rather than 
products.  

Very little of this should be spon-
taneous or impulsive. It should be 
thoughtfully planned and defined – 
prospect names identified, referral 

sources chosen, packages developed, 
training completed – in order to 

achieve the best outcome, a new 
client grateful for the attention, prepa-
ration, and value provided in conver-
sation.   




