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‘In my personal and professional journey, I discovered an approach that is 
truly remarkably effective for engaging with (internal) customers with confi-
dence and in an empathic manner: RIO®. The impact of RIO® on my personal 
development was so significant that it became one of the main reasons I 
became a partner at Blinc. 

At Blinc, we strive to spread the philosophy of RIO®, because we believe it 
is the key to forging deeper and more impactful bonds with our customers. 
What really inspires me is that those who embrace RIO® not only grow per-
sonally but also see their business results grow organically. 

The marketing approach in Building Bonds = Building Business is exception-
ally effective. The book has helped me convey my message more powerfully 
and present my brand in an authentic way. I am convinced that the principles 
in this book have not only improved my customer relationships but also 
enhanced my business success. 

I am determined to be a lifelong RIO® ambassador. This book, Building 
Bonds = Building Business, has helped me fully understand and embrace the 
power of RIO®. It is not just a guide for effective customer interaction; it has 
broadened my vision and strengthened my approach. If you are looking for 
a life-changing perspective on customer relationships, then this book is an 
indispensable tool in your toolkit.’ 

— Ineke de Boer | Managing Partner, Blinc

‘For many years, Blinc has been the 'house coach' of ABN AMRO in terms of 
commercial training. The RIO® model adds an extra dimension to our story 
and has already proven its value many times over. On one hand, it strength-
ens our sales impact on an individual level, and on the other hand, it reinforc-
es our identity as a bank as a whole.’ 

— Julien Richelle | Private Banker, ABN AMRO Private Banking 
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‘The RIO® approach has proven to be a valuable tool and has made its way into 
all layers of our organisation. It is interwoven into every aspect of our com-
munication, with each outgoing message, whether it is an email or a stand-
ardised message, crafted in an R-, I-, and O-version. This means that every 
interaction that our sales represent, whether it's a confirmation email after 
scheduling an appointment or a follow-up email from our support staff  
after resolving an issue, is based on the detected R-, I-, or O-style. This is 
downright impressive! 

The strength of this approach lies in the personalisation within standardised 
communication. This ensures that every customer, regardless of the type  
of interaction, receives an extraordinary and personalised experience. It is 
this approach that enables us to consistently provide a great feeling to all  
our customers. 

We would like to wholeheartedly thank Blinc for their expertise, guidance, 
and commitment in implementing the RIO® method within our organisation. 
It has elevated our communication to a higher level and helped us engage 
with our customers in a consistent and effective manner. Their approach  
is not only powerful but also revolutionary in personalising standardised 
communication. 

In short, the RIO® approach has not only helped us improve our communi-
cation but also strengthened our customer relationships. It has been a true 
game-changer for Telecom-Makelaars, and we are glad to have Blinc as a 
partner in achieving this success.’ 

— Michael Soetens | De Makelaars

‘RIO® is a very applicable methodology and an essential building block for 
anyone in a customer-facing role. We were extremely impressed by Blinc's ap-
proach. The trainers, the preparation, the follow-up, the empathy. Everything 
was spot on! And when you then see that sales colleagues are keeping track of 
their prospects' and customers' RIO® profiles in CRM, you know the training 
has had an impact!’ 

— Bram Hornsby | Sales Manager, Combell Group
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‘The RIO® magic extends far beyond the boundaries of the sales field. When 
I give RIO® training, as a trainer I often witness a shift in awareness among 
participants. The moment when the wonder of the simplicity of the three 
dynamics fully seeps through... and suddenly also pierces the noise on the 
connection between 'me' and 'the other' (from know-it-all colleagues to chatty 
mothers-in-law). From that moment, the co-creation is truly set in motion!’ 

— Stéphanie Reynaert | Senior Trainer & Coach, Tell Me More

‘RIO® provides excellent insights into your customer's channels of trust. What 
differentiates your customer, and how can you play into the specific pref-
erences and needs of your conversation partner? You don't need a 'master's 
degree' to get started with RIO® concretely. From an empathic capacity, RIO® 
is easily digestible and smoothly applicable, with the objective of performing 
better in sales.’ 

— Geert Serneels | Business Coach & Founder Case by Case –  
Author of Collega in hoofd en hart

‘As a professional trainer of personal skills, it's naturally extremely important 
to me that each participant feels safe and open to both giving and receiving. 
Creating personal comfort on one hand and active cross-pollination and 
group dynamics on the other, is an absolute must in every training, regardless 
of the topic. Those who thoroughly read this book will understand the impact 
of RIO® on my daily operation as a trainer and coach.’ 

— Ronald De Keersmaeker | Senior Sales Trainer & Keynote Speaker,  
Dixit International
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‘When I was immersed in the RIO® methodology, it immediately felt good.  
A major aha moment, everything came together. The first sales training  
that made sense for me. A sales training that focuses on the person, not the 
number. Thanks to the RIO® methodology, you connect with your customers  
at a higher level and thus achieve even better commercial results. RIO® is 
like a user-friendly tool: it creates a language in your organisation that  
everyone understands. 

As a trainer, being able to pass on this methodology is fascinating. Fascinat-
ing to see how sales teams get to work with it. You give them the necessary 
handles, the necessary tools, and each trainee also does something with it. 
We don't just stick to the theory. A training tailored to your company, your 
employees, and also with quick results.’ 

— Marjorie Meul | Senior Sales Trainer & Business Coach – Founder Spot On

‘For several years now, Blinc has been our partner in supporting the RIO® 
story. This has ensured that all our colleagues can adjust their sales conver-
sations depending on the RIO® profile. On one hand, this approach allows  
the entire Janssen & Janssen team to further develop during purchasing  
conversations and estimate different profiles. On the other hand, we notice 
that our success stories are increasingly growing due to this approach.’ 

— Stefaan Janssens & Michelle Koch | Managers, Janssen & Janssen  
Real Estate

‘Thanks to the RIO® methodology, our bankers are able to naturally  
understand the secret code of clients and prospects and achieve better  
commercial results.’ 

— Georges Nédée | Member of the Executive Committee, Puilaetco
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Foreword

By Pieterjan Bouten, CEO Showpad

As founder and CEO of Showpad, I have spent a great deal of time in recent 
years with the vendors and leaders of many of the world’s most successful 
companies. From large multinationals such as Johnson & Johnson, Coca-Cola 
and Atlas Copco to successful family businesses and SMEs. 

There is one constant that unites successful companies today. They have real-
ized that it is no longer just about the best product or the sharpest price, and 
instead fully commit to the sales experience. It is the vision of Showpad and the 
authors of this book that the sales experience is the ultimate differentiator. 

A few years ago, an analyst from a reputable research agency wrote a blogpost 
entitled ‘The Death of the Salesperson’. This blogpost initiated a remarkably 
interesting debate about the future of the sales professional.

At a time when the Amazons of this world reign, and automation and arti-
ficial intelligence are the new normal, there are many voices emerging that 
question the future of the salesperson. To the point that some people are 
convinced that algorithms and bots will eventually render the role of the 
salesperson superfluous.

Technological advancements have given today’s customer superpowers. They 
are better informed and have higher expectations. They have all the informa-
tion they need – literally – at their fingertips and have become much more ar-
ticulate. The days of the classic salesman whose focus is exclusively on price, 
product and, with the help of classic sales techniques, ‘forcing’ the customer 
into a decision are numbered. 

Few people enjoy having a product or service forced onto them. However, 
people do like to buy products and services. Nobody wants to be sold to, yet 
most people like to buy. The big shift in sales is that nowadays the customer 
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and his needs are central. This offers incredible opportunities for all organi-
zations to create value. It also ensures that everyone who comes into contact 
with customers in their role can have a much greater impact and bring  
a much more valuable interpretation to a commercial function. 

For most companies, the human factor will continue to be decisive in achiev-
ing that sales experience. That is where RIO as a model offers added value.  
I do not believe that algorithms, bots and automation will take over 
everything. On the contrary: it is only people who can really listen,  
surprise and bring that extra bit of magic into the sales process. 

Technology will play an increasingly important role in ensuring that sales-
people are better informed and that they can be coached. That is a good thing, 
because the role of the salesperson will not only become broader and more 
interesting, but also much more challenging. 

Putting the customer first also means investing in your people. Sales training 
and coaching, as well as a better understanding of the sales process, all play 
an incredibly important role in this. That is why this book is such a pleasure 
to read. The RIO model is based on the human model. It provides insight into 
the undercurrent of commercial interactions and transactions. It clarifies 
the experience customers are looking for as individuals. The many practical 
examples and stories from the field are also enriching. 

So, the salesperson is far from dead. Long may he live!
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Introduction

We are living in special times. Both the commercial profession and our  
planet have come under pressure. If we do not change catastrophe lurks 
around the corner.

Are you wondering what these subjects have to do with each other? On the 
surface, nothing; in essence, everything. A book today that only talks about 
‘selling more’ is no longer relevant. ‘Selling more’ of what? ‘Selling more’ to 
whom? Selling more worthless stuff to people who do not need it?

It is time for a paradigm shift: in this book, we call it ‘RIO-integrated selling’.

RIO-integrated selling is based on two or more businesspeople meeting each 
other with conscious intention. Two parties who use their heads, hearts and 
guts to trade products and services that are worthwhile, not only for the direct 
stakeholders, but also for the greater good.

‘Becoming a great sales person,  

implies becoming a great person.’

Our promise to you is ambitious: integrate the knowledge from this book and 
you will become a richer person, not only materially but intrinsically. Not only 
will your revenue increase, but also your self-esteem and the positive influence 
on the people around you.

Bold statement? You bet! But we’re going for shared responsibility here. 
We’re providing you with a book full of practical tips, valuable insights and 
far-reaching inspiration. What we ask of you is a close reading and daily 
application. The full impact of RIO will only show itself after integration into 
your knowing, feeling and acting.

Customer typology is nothing new. There are many psychological models 
that offer insight into how customers think and how to deal with them. But 
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this book goes a step further than that. Typology is the starting point for a 
deeper connection with the customer and yourself. Because what is the use 
of pretending to have the same hobbies as our customer if he can check our 
Facebook? What good will come from imitating the style of the customer 
when the true quality of our product can be read online?

We are entering the age of true sales. Of genuine connection. Connection 
creates energy; there is nothing woolly about it. Real connection shines a 
light on the true concerns of the organization, society and the planet. With a 
global ‘army’ of 21 million salespeople, companies have the ability to generate 
a positive impact like no other. The time is ripe for organizations that create 
valuable products and for sales professionals who bring them to their custom-
ers with pure intentions.

You can see RIO as a behavioral method, however, this book is not a manual 
for actors. ‘Fake it until you make it’ is a thing of the past. RIO is a sincere invi-
tation to look at yourself in relation to your customer and to grow as a person 
and a professional.

Are you ready to make a difference? Join us #wearerio!
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What makes  
sales different today 

than before?

What are crucial skills 
for the modern  
salesperson?

What added value 
does RIO have for the 
modern salesperson 

and marketer?
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PART 1 
SALES TO

D
AY

1 THE EVOLUTION OF SALES

Will there still be salespeople in 2030? Opinions are divided. Believers say that 
the mix of empathy, know-how and solution-orientation will always give people 
a head start on machines. Non-believers predict that artificially intelligent chat-
bots will take over the conversation with customers and drones will be deliver-
ing products ordered online to our homes, day and night.

No one knows who will be right. What is certain, however, is that human sales-
people have to develop themselves because the sales profession is evolving. 
The more than 50,000 sales-related books on Amazon are a case in point. Yet 
the profession has only made a handful of growth spurts throughout history 
and only recently undergone a radical shift. We have now reached a point of no 
return. What follows is a quick sketch of the evolution of sales, as well as an in-
terpretation of what makes sales in 2020 fundamentally different than before.

Pitching USPs: unique selling points
Before the 1970s, sales was straightforward. Whoever exhibited his product 
most convincingly won the customer over. Sellers went from door to door 
armed with suitcases full of pots, pans, perfumes, shoes and lingerie. Even 
less obvious products such as telephones, coffins, Persian carpets, pool tables 
and swimming pools were dragged around the country in miniature.

During this period, vendors were drilled on how to energetically pitch to 
customers, cleverly devising storylines with the aim of convincing them of 
an offer they couldn't refuse. The scripts were produced behind closed doors 
and were full of USPs, unique selling points, or the product’s most impres-
sive features. The purpose of the sales pitch was to unobtrusively drive the 
customer into a corner that he would be unable to leave unless he continued 
buying. Storylines played on pain and pleasure, while a highly sophisticated 
carrot-and-stick strategy would cause the ‘dazed’ prospect to crack under so 
much sales violence. During this period, sellers were masters in overcoming 
objections and employed a wide range of closing techniques. The well-known 
expression ‘always be closing’ dates from this period.

What did the salesperson look like in the USP era? Characteristic of top sellers 
was an outspoken winner’s mentality. Resilience, perseverance and flexibility 
were indispensable qualities. In order to succeed you had to be a powerhouse 
that could arouse enough sympathy to get in past the front door. Moreover, 
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the salesperson had to have a ‘thick skin’, and ‘selective hearing’ came in 
handy, given that the intention was to tell the rehearsed story despite the 
prospect’s resistance.

Nowadays this form of sales is called ‘transactional’ and it occurs sporadically 
in sectors where the customer and the seller only have one sales conversation. 
Sectors that sell by phone typically use more scripts and sales pitches, with 
The Wolf of Wall Street as the best-known cinematic example.

Discovering UBRs: unique buying reasons
Mack Hanan’s 1970 book Consultative Selling was to sales what Elvis was to 
music: a swinging alternative to the way things were done at the time. For the 
first time ever, the focus was not on the salesman’s product or service, but on 
the customer and his needs. Top salespeople acted as consultants who delved 
into the customer’s challenges before offering a solution.

In this period the term UBR was born, unique buying reasons. From then 
on, the customer’s situation was the focus, and the sales professional would 
search for the unique reasons the prospect should buy the product or service. 
UBRs consisted of two categories: problems the customer had to solve and 
ambitions he wanted to realize. The sales professional’s first objective was to 
discover the customer’s needs and desires through thoughtful questioning. 
The next step was a bespoke product presentation. For the first time in sales, 
the product was ‘king’ and the product’s specific fit ‘emperor’! Customers no 
longer wanted generic presentations of the product’s features; they wanted 
the specific benefits with regards to their needs and ambitions.

The shift from product sales to consultative sales would result in a huge 
about-turn in sales professionals’ skills. Perhaps the biggest change was the 
leap from 80% speaking to 80% listening. Consultative sales was a dialogue 
with the customer that sought to apply the principle ‘first seek to under-
stand, then to be understood’. From now on, salespeople were expected to be 
‘gentlemen and gentlewomen’ who gallantly put the customer first. Never-
theless, relinquishing the control that a script offered proved to be a struggle 
for product sellers during retraining. After all, that control had been the key 
to success in the previous era. Asking open-ended questions meant opening 
the door to unwanted answers that reduced the chance of success, a risk the 
hard seller was unwilling to take. From now on, the consultative seller would 
seek the richness of unfiltered customer information, which he then grate-

16
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17fully used to create a bespoke presentation. In consultative selling, testoster-
one gave way to listening skills, domination to dialogue. Vendors were still 
trained in overcoming objections, but these became less common as a result 
of the now highly relevant argumentation. 

Consultative selling in its derivative forms (SPIN selling, solution selling, 
customer-centric selling, insight selling, etc.) is still the most widely used sales 
methodology in value-added contexts. Modern sales organizations such as 
Showpad further facilitate their sales team’s consultative sales process with: 

» ICPs (Ideal Customer Profiles): The profiles of ‘ideal customers’, who 
are targeted as prospects.

» Persona: A detailed character description of the targeted contact  
person. Who is this person? What interests him? How does he  
make decisions?

» Sector trends: Developments that influence companies in specific 
sectors and serve as a starting point for commercial discussions.

» ‘Use cases’: Reference projects from certain sectors in which the 
original need and delivered solution are described. These are used as 
guidelines during the sales process with similar customers.

» ‘Customer journeys’: Road maps detailing the process that the custom-
er goes through with his needs and how the sales rep can respond  
to them.

The targeted use of this documentation, often brought together in a ‘sales 
playbook’, enables consultative salespeople to both look for pain points 
with their prospect and maintain control of the conversation. This advanced 
variant of consultative sales is known as ‘guided selling’.

Offering UDEs: unique desired experiences
And that brings us to today. How different are today’s sales and what are the 
gamechangers that modern sales professionals must take into account?

KNOWLEDGE IS POWER
Constant connectivity has irrevocably rearranged the power relationship 
between buyer and seller. Whereas the seller used to derive part of his right 
to speak from product knowledge, the buyer now no longer needs the sales 
professional in order to be informed. The figures do not lie. Research by 
Gartner has shown that the modern buyer now spends only 17% of his time 
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18 meeting potential suppliers, while investing three times as much time (45%) 
in reading independent reviews. As a result, the average prospect will have 
completed 57% of his buying process before meeting a sales professional.

HYPER-PERSONALIZATION AND CO-CREATION  
The time when everyone could buy a Ford in the color of their choice, as long 
as it was black (Henry Ford’s statement in 1909), is long gone. Advertising 
leaflets are composed on the basis of recent purchases, cola cans are printed 
with first names, text messages come to life with a personal emoji, and algo-
rithms determine which film will be playing tonight. Buyers can be as authen-
tic as they desire, while sales and marketing respond by analyzing millions 
of bytes of behavioral data to make the right offer at the right moment. If the 
desired product does not yet exist, it will be developed with the customer. 
Standard products are out, co-creation is in!

HYPER-CONVENIENCE  
Today, more than ever, the customer is being pampered. Orders placed before 
11:59 PM will be delivered the next day to the address of your choice. For a few 
euros extra, delivery can be made the same day, even on Sunday if necessary. 
The customer does not have to bother searching because global giants like 
Amazon and Alibaba have made sure that everything can be found under one 
roof. The one-stop shop DELUXE. Can you imagine a customer having to visit 
two webshops? We are becoming lazy buyers and we like it a lot!
 
With their own hyper-convenience concepts, the following companies have 
understood that the modern customer has neither time nor energy to lose:

» Partena Health Insurance Fund makes use of an online counter. As a 
client, you no longer have to physically go to the office to submit doc-
tor’s notes. You simply scan them in via your smartphone and a refund 
is automatically made to your account.

» The British laundry service Dropwash picks up baskets of dirty laundry 
at home and delivers them back, washed and ironed, within two days. 
Payment is done via a PayPal account.

» Who Gives A Crap delivers packages of high-quality toilet paper  
made from bamboo fibers to your home so that you will never run  
out of it again.

» Dollar Shave Club does the same with razor blades and was recently 
sold to Unilever for 1 billion (!) dollars.
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19HYPER-COMPLEXITY  
In stark contrast to the ease of use and tailored products stands the increased 
complexity of the purchase decision. The main culprit: choice overload. Both 
private and professional purchasers are being bombarded with an endless 
flow of information whose truthfulness varies between fake news and sincere 
user reviews. Everyone knows that the internet can be manipulated, and 
that the new generation of scammers are online. Who or what can be trusted 
becomes the key question. There is now a great need for reliable guides to 
accompany the buyer through this treacherous jungle.

THE IMPULSE TO SHARE
In the midst of hyper-connectivity, a phenomenon has arisen with an enor-
mous impact on the way we influence and are influenced during the purchase 
process: the impulse to share. This trend has different origins. More than ever 
before, we now have the opportunity as individuals to make our unique mark. 
The impact of a bad review can be huge, which means that we, as affected 
customers, are suddenly taken seriously.

A second important reason for sharing appears to be the desire to improve the 
lives of others. When a fundamental need is not met during the purchase, the 
buyer wants to spare others this experience and sends out a warning.

The influence of the ‘sharing impulse’ on commercial interactions cannot be 
overestimated. The popularity of professional peer-review websites such as 
G2Crowd, which will soon exceed 1 million reviews, proves that the seller is by 
no means the only source of information that the modern prospect turns to.

Unique desired experience
The traditional customer relationship has been turned upside down. Re-
search shows that customers expect ever shorter, but nevertheless deeper, 
contacts. Furthermore, customers demand that the vendor remain involved 
in the long term, at least until the solution is implemented and the impact 
visible. Where the sales rep used to close the door after the transaction, he 
is now responsible for the effectiveness of the solution and the customer’s 
feelings about it.
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Now, customers want a unique purchasing experience that goes beyond price, 
quality and product features in the decision-making process. For sellers, it is 
impossible to simply promise and not deliver. If they do, reality will overtake 
them through customer reviews.

Today, sales professionals no longer sell products, but a total experience or a 
unique desired experience. This experience is personal, tailored and effortless. 
The selling organization offers added value during every step of the process. 
The customer is king and expects generous treatment. When everything is 
finished, he will let the world know whether it was good or not.
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