Some Advice of Buying and Selling
How many of you have ever bought something big and jolting?  I guess we all have at one time or another.  How many times did you feel like the salesperson was looking out for your interests?  How many times did you feel like they were just reaching for your wallet?  If you are anything like me, there are a significant number of incidents which fell on each side of the fence.  

My friends, I am like you.  I am a consumer.  Each of us who lives and breathes on the face of this great planet called Earth is a consumer.  We must buy things to survive.  You should be aware of the fact that there are two sorts of consumers:  good and bad.  Others might label them as smart and dumb or efficient and inefficient.  Oh that it were as simple as that.
On the other side of the coin you and I will find people who sell things.  There are all sorts of sales people.  Some are shy and sincere, while others are brash, bold, and extremely insincere. There are all sorts of glad-handers and grandstanders.  I am sure that we are all aware of the bad reputation attached to the purveyors of used cares.  

It has long been my experience that the buying and selling of things is what helps to makes the world go around.  If you are a buyer, you want to meet the most honest seller possible.  If you are a person who sells things, you may well hope to meet the uninformed consumer.  These are the people will listen to any story you might wish to proffer and buy whatever it is that you are selling.

However, the one person that most merchants fear is the educated consumer.  They are frightened of the fact that someone may know more than them.  That is the person who knows exactly what they want, what they want that product to do, and how much that product should cost.   More than that, these educated consumers know exactly how much they should spend for their purchase.
My task in this visit with you is to create a middle ground where smart consumers can come together with educated industry sales people.  This approach may well lead to better interactions and improve the buying experience for fire service people around the world.

It is my hope that each of you will read and digest this article.  Give my thoughts and concepts some conscious consideration.  When next you attend a county, state, regional, or national convention, or conference where sales people are clamoring for your attention, I want you to be ready.  I am pitching this article to people on both sides of the buyer-seller aisle.  

It is my desire to make the fire service a better place to live and work by helping all parties to the buyer-seller equation understand just how they should act and interact.  My research indicates that today's consumers are faced with strong competition between traders, a wide range of products and services and readily available credit.  Given the propensity for merchants to take advantage of unwary consumers, laws are in place in most areas of the world.  It is up to you to learn what your rights are and how best to exercise them. 
It has been my experience that there are two pressures which affect each of us who chooses (or desires) to become an educated consumer.  In the first instance, each of us needs to become conversant in the laws governing public sector purchases.  In the second instance, we need to learn about the pitfalls which face each of us in those instances when we are faced with a decision to buy something for our agency.

Those people who are charged with spending public funds usually find that they are subject to the stringent confines of governmental regulations designed to keep them from squandering the public's largess.  To those of use who have had to labor in the vineyards of the public sector, these regulations can be most confining.  However, since these regulations are the law, they must be obeyed.

Like many of you, I have lived a life colored by the curse of the low bid.  My friends and I have used some really shoddy equipment because the people buying it were unaware of the ways in which the bids for the equipment should be written.  If you are a consumer in this arena it is critical for you to know they law.  
There will be bid thresholds and quotation requirements.  I know that these vary from state to state in the United States.  It would be my best guess that each nation in the world has regulations designed to make sure that the damage done by dishonest public servants (or purveyors of goods to them) is held to a minimum. 

However, if you really know what it is that you wish to buy, then that is what you should write your specifications around.  A failure to craft your bids in a way that reflects what you really want to acquire does a distinct disservice to your agency.  An agency can never be faulted for writing tough specifications. 
If you are going to become an effective consumer of fire and emergency service products you must spend time learning how to operate within the confines of the law.  In our case here in New Jersey we are bound by state law to advertise and solicit public bids when the size of a purchase exceeds a given amount.  My agency is in the midst of constructing a new substation, so I am well aware of the process.

Further, our agency makes a number of purchases each month.  The members of our staff who generate the purchasing requests are aware of the fact that for purchases under a certain amount, they only have to get three quotations from different venders so that we can indicate that we are selecting the lowest bidder. 
In our state, a mechanism exists for speeding up the process.  The state has created a list of pre-qualified bidders.  If we choose to purchase something from a state contract, we need only indicate in our records that we are buying from a state contract vendor.  It takes a bit of time to become conversant in the ways of public sector buying, but it is time well spent.
Now it is time to move to the other side of the coin.  Each of us is a human being, subject to the nuances of our own personalities and the learned behaviors we each acquire.  When it comes to the buying experience, each of us will be subject to a number of internal and external pressures.   You must recognize that these exist and learn to control your response to them.  

It has been my experience that a number of poor consumer practices can make your purchasing experience troublesome.  The worst of all is impulse buying.   This is human nature and can create some really bad situations.  Perhaps the worst of these examples in my life comes from the time I have spent shopping in food markets.

You see something and you want it right away.  The pull of the instant gratification gene (if such a biological anomaly exists) is tremendous indeed.  My wife taught me about this early in our married life.  She cautioned me against going food shopping when I was hungry.  The urge to eat and the urge to buy food would intersect at an expensive and fattening crossroads intersection.  
I am better than I used to be, but this is still a dangerous imperative.  The same thing can happen any time you go shopping.  Imagine how many pieces of diamond jewelry are acquired on the way through a shopping mall by people who say, "…wow, isn't that a pretty little bauble."
The same thing can happen to you at a new car dealership.  Many amongst us simply cannot pass such a facility without wanting to stop in and see what the latest models are like.  Having purchased seven automobiles from the same dealership in the past eight years, I can assure you of the pressures at work any time you pass a place where motor vehicles are sold. 

I also know that I have seen this same phenomenon at work at each of the major trade shows.  I have been attending conferences and conventions for more than thirty years now.  I cannot even remember the number of times I have witness some slick sales person snare an unwitting victim with a slick sales line and a few drinks and dinner.  This is an area rife with pitfalls for the consumer.

When you attend these conferences, plan you attendance.  Go with an agenda.  If you are attending for the purpose of gathering information, stay within the bounds of information gathering.  If you are looking to purchase, have a plan for weighing item "A" against item "B".  If you are looking for a small something, do not allow yourself to be seduced by the bells and whistles of the item laid out on the showroom floor.  

One of the keys to a successful financial interaction is to plan for the occasion.  Some of you may have created purchasing committees for this purpose.  This is a good thing.  There needs to be an open airing and sharing of ideas as to what your organization needs.  You can avoid most problems with sales people and save time and money if you plan your purchase and understand your rights and those of the person making the product pitch.
Far too few of us understand that any time we are buying something we are forming a contract with the person selling us the product.  The bigger the purchase the more important is the need for an official contractual obligation.  My research has told me that a contract is an agreement which is legally binding upon the parties.

Usually the contract consists of an exchange of promises to act in a particular way, provide a particular item or pay a specified sum of money.  For example: I will give you $1,000,000 and you will give me a bright, shiny, red tower ladder.  This is the simple version.  The real thing should have enough whereas and wherefore statements to keep your legal counsel busy.  
My agency here in Adelphia recently approved a number of annual service contracts at a recent meeting.  Our choice of firms for the new contracts was based upon their past service.  Since they all fulfilled the terms of last year's contract to our satisfaction, we entered into a fresh agreement them for the coming year.  
When making larger purchases a great deal of attention must be paid to the planning process.  During the period prior to our advertising for bid to construct a new fire station for our fire district, many months of intensive interaction was held by our station planning committee.  Most of the needs were specified and the agreements were made internally before we brought in the architect to hammer out a set of plans.  

Rest assured that our purchase was made in accordance to law.  Our contracts were planned and executed with the advice of legal counsel.  Our financial arrangements were created so that they would fall within our ability to pay.  Our construction is being monitored by our architect, in concert with our engineering advisors.   At some point our project will arrive at a successful conclusion.  

This is how it should work every time that a buyer and a seller come together.  Does it work out this way every time?  Of course not; many times serious problems make themselves known.  

I for one do not like ignorant sales people.  If you are going to sell me something, you had best be very conversant in the use and operating features of that product.  Far too many people are masquerading as sales people when they could better be described as hucksters.  The true sales person wants to sell you something that meets your actual need.  The huckster only wants your money and will say or do whatever it takes to accomplish that sleazy job.  

Let me offer a bit of guidance to both sides based upon my forty-plus years' experience in the fire and emergency service world.  Here are a few simple rules for the buyers and sellers in the emergency service world to use:

Buyers
1. Do not act in secret

2. Do not make surprise purchases

3. Do not buy the first thing you see
4. Know what you really need

5. Plan your purchases

6. Do not lie to your friends

7. Do not lie to the seller

8. Not every sales person is honest

9. Not every sales person is dishonest

Sellers
1. All buyers are not fruit trees to be picked in the pursuit of profit
2. Know your product

3. Know how your product works

4. Do not try to sell the buyer something that they do not want 

5. Do not sacrifice a possible long-term relationship in pursuit of a quick, short-term profit.

6. Do not lie to the buyer

7. Do not make outlandish promises

8. Not every buyer is dishonest

9. Not every buyer is completely honest

It is important to understand that any time you want to buy or something, a process will be at work.  This buyer-seller interaction can be extremely rewarding if my rules are given sway in the interaction.  The relationship between buyer and seller can be gruesome indeed if either side seeks to take an unfair or dishonest position in the interaction.  

There is a simple guiding principle that I offer for your consideration.  It is a theory which I developed while watching the old movies which I do dearly love.  Simply stated, "there are no free lunches."  In the old movies, there was often a bar scene where the hero stopped to have a quick bite at the "free lunch" section at the end of the bar.  The lunch was "free" as long as someone was buying a beer from the bartender.  If not one bought a beer, they were tossed out on their ear.  So it is with us.  If a deal seems too good to be true, then it probably is.

Let me close by saying that a successful relationship with an honest merchant is a rewarding experience.  In my case, I can base this advice on the fact that I have purchased six of my last seven vehicles from the same salesman (all from the same dealer).  He knows my needs and I trust his judgment.   That is what you should shoot for in the buying and selling of emergency service products.  

It is critical to know what you want and to identify vendors who can meet your needs.  If you are in the industry, it is critical to provide a quality product at a reasonable price.  You should also be able to provide necessary remedial services in an effective manner. 

The buyer and seller need to come together in a way that allows for the creation of a relationship built upon trust and reasonable expectations.  A failure on either side of the relationship can lead to a very bad experience.  At least this is the way that I see the world and, after all, I have bought a number of things in the course of my lifetime. 
