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Agencies use a wide spectrum of techniques to boost sales. 
Agencies are getting creative and broadening their approach to sales, exploiting opportunities in technology and the culture to boost their bottom lines.
Heather Teegarden, CPIA, operations manager at Ohio-based Andres O’Neil & Lowe, a multi-site, 30-person TAM agency, gives an example: “We’re doing an ‘e-mail blitz’ contest to see who can get the most e-mail addresses from clients, which we will then use to do e-marketing. The contest is open to all office staff, except producers. People are complaining because the receptionist is answering the phone saying, ‘I’d like to update just a little bit of your information.’ She’s getting them first. It’s fun—a little internal competition.”

In White House, Tenn., Wilkinson Insurance Agency staff members are on a similar quest. The agency will soon launch an updated Web site designed to offer greater customer self-service capabilities and increase sales. “It’s going to have sales-focused content—for instance, explanations on why the least expensive option is not always in the customer’s best interest—and will drive home the fact that we want to protect customers in all areas,” explains June Taylor, CPIA, owner and principal of the five-person Epic beta-test agency.

The agency will use an e-mail campaign to direct customers to the site. “We’re giving away tokens to the local car wash for those who register by October 1,” adds Taylor, who is a member of the American Insurance Marketing & Sales (AIMS) Society. “Once they visit the site, they’ll see all we do and all we can provide.”

The site update and e-mails are part of a broader agency focus. “We’ve been working on many things to free up more time for our small staff to help clients protect their belongings instead of just doing things like taking payments,” Taylor notes.

Another sales-related incentive program is underway to encourage CSRs to set up customers on electronic fund transfer (EFT) payment plans. “We offer rewards every month,” Taylor says. While arranging the EFTs, opportunities open up to discuss other lines of business.

Approaching sales from a service standpoint makes sense, she believes. Staff members who are used to providing service can sell more easily if it’s a way to improve service. “They can say, ‘I’m here to help you; I see we’re not protecting your home or car’ or ‘We don’t have your umbrella,’” Taylor explains.

The process doesn’t happen overnight, and it doesn’t happen without some effort. “We’re using more scripts because sometimes it’s difficult for people who aren’t used to selling to come up with the right things to say,” Taylor says. “And we’re doing a lot of role playing in agency staff meetings using these scripts.”

Teegarden’s agency has also run sales programs to boost account rounding. “We’ve given gift cards to CSRs for selling personal lines umbrellas,” she explains. The agency also has gotten its name out in the communities it serves. “With each umbrella policy we sold, the customer received an umbrella. Today, there are umbrellas walking around our little towns with the Andres O’Neil & Lowe logo on them.”

The sales contests go a long way in keeping employee morale up, Teegarden notes, particularly when the economy is down. Plus, their agency technology makes the process easier. “We’ve been using information in our Applied system to do marketing right and left—selling to past clients, asking for referrals more,” she says. “The system represents a gold mine of information.”
Using the System
Too few users are panning for this gold, suspects Dustin Naughton, Applied Systems regional sales manager, West Region. “Do agencies know they can run a query and search down the limit level?” he wonders. “If someone has a $1,000 deductible and they want to up-sell them to a $500 deductible, they could query their database for that information. Or they could find all homeowners without auto insurance or auto insureds without homeowners.” The functionality is available across all TAM products, including Vision and Epic.

Once the query is done, then the selling can commence. The system also helps manage this process—allowing the individual or manager to measure performance. “When an agency runs that query or database search in TAM, there are three options,” Naughton explains. 

“You can create a sticky note, which is just passive marketing.” That’s not measuring results, but rather just flagging prospects. “It basically says, ‘Call this person or throw this away.’” Another option is to run a letter campaign. “It is possible to track the effectiveness of this kind of campaign,” Naughton notes. 

But a third option exists—one he says may be underutilized. “After running the query, it’s possible to drop an activity on either the producer’s CSR or a specified producer, on the particular account that meets the criteria,” he adds. This works for established employees, of course. But it presents other opportunities, as well.

“If an agency hires a new producer and the new hire is targeting a specific market, it’s possible to run a query and have it drop a to-do, an activity, on the desktop for the producer to make the call,” Naughton explains. When the call is made, you then close the activity.

“One of the features of TAM—and this is little used—is when you close an activity, the system asks whether it was successful or not,” he adds. “If it’s unsuccessful, a ‘reason rejected’ list pops up.” This list can be amended at the agency. 

“Not only can you then track the hit rate, but you can track why,” Naughton says. For instance, if the goal was 100 calls, 50 were done and 70% of these were unsuccessful because of price, it may be time to coach the producer on his or her pitch, he adds. “Too often, agencies set someone loose on a campaign and they may know what business they write as a result, but they don’t know why they’re not writing the rest.” With activities, the “why” is apparent. 

There’s a side-benefit to this approach. “Attracting and keeping markets is difficult in this economy,” Naughton notes. “One of the things the system does, using the same toolsets and activities, is it tracks submissions.” So when a marketing rep comes and asks why business is off, running a quick activity report allows the agency to detail what was submitted, which policies were written, and why the others were rejected. 

The best part, he adds, is that the functionalities are not module-based. “None of this really requires that you do any extra work at all,” he explains. “If you are using activities the way they are designed to be used, this recording capability 
is just a byproduct.”
Making It Fun
In Ohio, Andres O’Neil & Lowe employees are having a little extra excitement this summer. “We are in the midst of a sales contest where the first team to generate a certain amount of volume gets to have lunch cooked by the other team,” Teegarden says. 

The idea for the competition came from the rank and file and was the result of a brainstorming session during a producers meeting. The two-month contest was designed to generate agency growth using a team-based approach. “The producers came up with the idea,” Teegarden says. “Then we packaged it” in a fishing theme.

“We really wanted to focus on group goals for this because each one of the producers is already tied to an annual production goal,” Teegarden notes. Agency employees were divided into two teams—half of the commercial lines and personal lines producers on each, CSRs split evenly, even benefits employees pitted against each other. 

The goal, Teegarden says, is to generate more referrals. “We mixed up the teams because we want to do more cross-selling,” she notes. “Commercial lines agents are funneling referrals to personal lines agents and vice versa.” To encourage sharing among co-workers not on the same team—for instance, people co-housed in an office an hour or more from the other two offices—a portion of referral revenue credit goes to each team.

Teegarden isn’t sure exactly what the winning lunch menu will be. “It ought to be really interesting,” she says. But she does know employees are enjoying the competition. And she’s seeing some positive results from the agency’s collective activities.

“We are shifting to a sales culture,” she explains. “We showed CSRs they can sell. We’re doing more sales training with everyone.” Even the receptionist recognizes her role in the sales process. “She is selling Andres O’Neil & Lowe because she’s the first person people see when they come in the door.”

Creating such a shift—and reaping the rewards—can take time, Taylor notes. “You really have to be focused. You must have a week-by-week, step-by-step plan that addresses goals and activities for the whole year.” And you need to continually work that plan.

The spectrum of opportunities for sales growth is inexhaustible, but agencies can start by capitalizing on what’s already available: the functions in their agency management systems, conversations with clients, and the quality of their sales and support staff.     


Dave Willis is an AQ2 contributing editor.
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