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INTRODUCTION / EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Today’s Independent Sales Organization faces a different market today than that faced by
ISOs during the era when merchant credit card acceptance was not ubiquitous, competition
among ISOs was less intense and the benefit to a merchant of card‐acceptance outweighed
the by far the cost of acceptance. Today’s environment offers less frequent opportunities to
provide merchant accounts to new customers, competition for new accounts and conversions
is high, and merchants are highly sensitive to the cost of acceptance.
The consultative sales approach outlined in this White Paper presents best practices that
addresses these and other issues related to the current market, one which has a consultative
character that aligns the interests of merchant and ISO, and which aims to provide merchants
with the lowest total cost of processing and fosters merchant loyalty.
UNDERLYING PRINCIPLES
•

One size does not fit all
The objective for any ISO should be to provide each merchant with the least total cost
of processing based on the full needs of the merchant. In many cases, this does not
mean the “least expensive” or “cheapest” solution. This requires both ISOs and
merchants to understand the payment processing system and the structure and
requirements of the merchant.

•

Consultative selling creates effective solutions
The interest of ISO and merchant align best when the sales representatives understand
the particular needs of the merchant and the merchant has access to all the services it
requires, including skilled customer support, at the lowest cost for the entire package
of services. This balance can only be achieved by understanding and educating
merchants as part of the sales process.

This White Paper provides an explanation of the consultative sales methodology and the
structures that support it, and identifies the key benefits to be derived from adoption of this
sales approach.
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OVERVIEW
The modern environment for selling credit
card acceptance, the backbone of the
payments industry, has changed
significantly over the past decade and
continues to evolve as the needs of
merchants change and the number of
products and services available to
merchants through their independent sales
organizations and sales agents grows.
Until relatively recently, ISO/acquirers and
their sales agents had ample opportunity to
find new merchant customer prospects. In
most cases, these prospects were easy to sell
to: they were eager to offer their retail
customers the ability to pay with their credit
or debit card and were not terribly sensitive
about the cost of accepting those cards. The
typical merchant‐level sales agent focused
mainly on finding these merchants and
quickly building up the largest possible
portfolio of customers as quickly as possible.
In this rapidly expanding market, there was
little need for sales agents to understand the
nature of the merchant’s business or its
customers, nor was there much need to
understand more than the basics of their
own business. On their part, merchants
accepted that the added sales they gained by
accepting card payments was enough–or
more than enough—to offset the cost of
accepting cards.

Today, with the relative scarcity of new
customer prospects, sales agents
increasingly focus on convincing merchants
to switch their processing agreements and,
of course, on defending their business from
encroachment by competing sales agents.
This competition is exacerbated by the
increasing attention merchants are giving to
the amounts they’re charged for accepting
credit and debit cards, which invites sales
agents and their ISO/acquirers to compete
first and foremost on price.
Consultative selling is an approach that
recognizes the nature of the current market
for payment processing and attempts to
broaden the playing field by spreading the
unavoidable competition among agents and
sales organizations over a greater range of
products and services, providing marketable
value to merchants beyond just products
and services, and building loyalty among
merchant customers.
Done well, a consultative sales approach
requires an ongoing relationship among
merchants, sales agents and acquirers. In
addition to reducing merchant attrition
rates, this relationship creates obvious
incentives for responsible and ethical
behavior among all the parties—a primary
reason ETA’s Best Practices Committee has
compiled this document as a Best Practices
White Paper.
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THE ROLE OF THE CONSULTANT
What distinguishes a consultant from a
conventional sales agent, even when both
are selling similar payment processing
products and services, is the nature of the
relationship between seller and buyer and
the value this relationship adds to the
products and services being sold. The
consultant is educator, advisor, customer
service representative and occasionally an
advocate for the customer.
The consultative sales approach requires
that agents who interact directly with
merchant customer prospects:
•

•

•

•
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develop a well‐rounded payment
processing solution for each
merchant customer; and
•

Adopt a customer service attitude
that encourages communication
between merchant and sales agent.

THE ROLE OF THE ISO/ACQUIRER
The consultative sales approach requires
that ISOs/acquirers, whether working
through employees or contact sales agents,
support the approach by:
•

Understand the services and
products they’re offering in sufficient
depth to be able to answer customer
questions fully and accurately;

Training and monitoring sales agents
initially and periodically throughout
their employment or contractual
relationship;

•

Be completely familiar with the
contracts and disclosure documents
provided to merchants and be able to
explain them accurately;

Providing the necessary access to
products and services needed to
build an appropriate individualized
customer solution;

•

Establishing ongoing sales support to
back up sales agents in the field;

•

Having a well‐trained, dedicated
customer support operation; and

•

Committing to a business culture that
values a reputation for honesty and
integrity.

Take the time to understand the
customer’s business and have the
training and experience to
recommend an appropriate mix of
products and services, tailored to the
specific needs of the customer;
Have a sufficiently broad array of
products and services available to
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BEST PRACTICES
The goal of a consultative sales call (or more
likely, a series of calls) should be to
determine the immediate and near‐term
future needs of a merchant customer and
create a solution that addresses those needs
at the least total cost to the customer. In
many cases, this does not mean the least
expensive price for every product or service
that comprises the solution, or the least cost
for any particular part of that solution.
Instead, the target should be a package of
services and products that meets the
customer’s needs, both tangible and
intangible, where the total price of all
components represents a fair value,
competitive with what a merchant might
pay for those products and services
separately.
To reach this goal, successful sales agents
invest the time to understand their
customer’s business, both in terms of
objective criteria, such as the size of the
business, expected transaction volume, or
number of business locations; and in terms
of subjective measures, including the
relationship between the merchant and its
retail customers, the nature of the
neighborhoods in which the merchant
operates, or the owner’s goals for the
business. A sales agent that is sufficiently
knowledgeable about a prospect’s business
will know which products and services are
appropriate. For example, while almost
every smaller merchant is likely to be

chronically short of working capital, not all
are appropriate for cash advance products.
Merchants operating in areas where their
customers are mostly unbanked may have
little need for check processing capability.
Because the result of a successful
consultative sale is a long term relationship,
transparency and complete understanding
between merchant and sales agent is
essential. This not only requires contracts
and disclosure documents that are easily
read and understood, but also depends on
sales agents who fully understand their
products and services and can explain them,
along with the costs and responsibilities that
accompany them.
Successful sales organizations create a
business culture that encourages and
rewards sustainable relationships between
merchants and sales agents and those in the
organization who support them.
Successful ISO/acquirers frequently train
new sales agents thoroughly in all facets of
the business and all available products and
services and conduct periodic retraining
throughout the agents’ sales careers. Many
assign mentors to each new agent and
conduct field training along with inside
training. Similar efforts also are directed to
team members who support sales agents
and those who engage in direct customer
support.

ELECTRONIC TRANSACTIONS ASSOCIATION • June 2008

7

BEST PRACTICES continued
Their sales agents have access to their own
support networks, available to assist in
closing sales or pricing particular
combinations of products and services.
Merchant customers, in addition to having
frequent contact with sales agents, also have
access to knowledgeable support.
THE BENEFITS
It is fashionable to refer to the sale of
packages of products as consultative selling,
but the approach entails much more than
creating an individualized collection of
discrete products. Those who pursue the
approach can identify their success by the
benefits that flow back through a sales
organization.

focus on mission critical issues—the kind
that are critical to financial or reputational
success.
Frequent referrals. Satisfied customers, who
feel they’re valued by their sales agent and
acquirer, are the ones most likely to refer
others to the organization and agent they
use. The consultative selling approach is
designed to encourage and take advantage
of those referrals.
Lower attrition rates. Customers who are
happy tend to resist efforts to lure them
away, especially if the only inducement is
the price of processing. By its nature, the
consultative selling approach builds loyalty,
and the comprehensive solutions that
emerge from the process reduce the
vulnerability to price cutting on any
particular component service or product.

Some of them include:
Fewer customer complaints. Merchants
who have a relationship with their sales
agent, understand the services and products
they’ve contracted for, and know their
responsibilities under the contract are less
likely to be surprised by their monthly
statements or the operational issues for their
business. As a result, they are more likely to
ask questions than make accusations.
Fewer customer service issues. When both
sales agents and merchant customers are
fully knowledgeable about their products
and services, customer service calls tend to
be fewer but more serious or challenging.
This allows customer service personnel to
8

Reduced sales agent defections. As is true
with satisfied customers, satisfied sales
agents are more likely to remain where they
are. To the extent that the consultative sales
methodology increases their chances of
success, sales agents are less likely to seek a
change in their circumstances.
Less pressure on margins. Because this
sales approach typically involves a mix of
products, the agent and ISO/acquirer need
not depend entirely on a single product for
its profit. In fact, the availability of well‐
thought‐out solutions to a merchant’s needs
may well make it more likely that the
merchant will tolerate higher prices than
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THE BENEFITS continued
otherwise might be the case, provided the
proposed solution addresses high‐
importance needs in a way that provides fair
value.
Better risk and fraud management. The
better a sales agent and ISO/acquirer knows
and understands their merchant customers,
the less it is likely they’ll have to deal with
fraud issues, or even business risk. Changes
in business activity are more easily
recognized and preexisting relationships
may make them easier to address.
CONCLUSION
Consultative selling is appropriate for those
organizations that want to establish long‐
term relationships with merchant customers
without artificial lock‐ins, who want to
maintain profit margins, reduce attrition
and build or maintain a stable business of
their own. As such, this approach deserves
recognition as a payment industry best
practice.
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