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Managing Gatekeepers and Electronic 
Defense Systems  

 
 
 

Let’s suppose you have completed your research, you have evaluated your target 
market, and you have determined that Mr. Big (or Ms. Big) is the ideal prospect 
for your product or service.  You have learned everything you can about their 
company, and you have even found out some personal details about your key 
executive.  You understand your own products and you can articulate with clarity 
your benefits and the value you can potentially bring to Company X.  Everything 
is prepared, all systems are “Go” and you are ready to engage! 
 
You will now encounter your first barrier to the sale, the Gatekeeper.  If your 
executive is in fact the key decision maker, it is inevitable that they will be 
guarded by a defense system.  Just like the moat which protects a castle from 
being stormed and captured, the gatekeeper represents your first hurdle to cross.  
 
There are two classes of gatekeepers, and they require different approaches:  
 
 1.  Live Gatekeepers--- The receptionist, the administrative assistant or the 
personal secretary. 
 2.  Electronic Gatekeepers-- Voicemail, Spam Filters, specialized email 
addresses and customized telephone answering systems.  
 
Live Gatekeepers  
 
The Live Gatekeeper is a person, generally female, who works for the executive 
you wish to speak with.  Part of their job is to guard the executive and to prevent 
interruptions and intrusions.  They have a list of known associates and friends 
who are routinely granted access to the executive (e.g. family members, the wife, 
close friends, golfing buddies, and the boss).  For anyone else, their instructions 
are normally to state that “Mr. Executive is in a meeting/unavailable/not in” and 
to take a message.   
 
The fact that your executive has a live assistant is significant and indicates that 
he/she has a senior level position in the company.  Lesser executives will 
normally answer their own phone calls or transfer everything to their voicemail 
system.   
 
If this is your first call on Company X, your immediate objective will normally be 
to arrange for an introductory meeting with the key executive.  In order to 
accomplish this, you will almost always need to speak directly with the executive.  
Bear in mind that the task of gaining an appointment is entirely different from 
conducting a sales call.  In this instance, your job is to convince the executive of 
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the benefit of simply meeting with you.   Your purpose in calling is to schedule an 
appointment, not to sell anything.   
 
The only person who can evaluate whether it makes sense to meet with you is the 
executive himself, not the assistant.  In some rare cases, I have met senior level 
executive assistants who ARE empowered to decide to make appointments or 
not, but this is rare.  Therefore, you need to gain approval from the Gatekeeper to 
pass you on to the key executive.  
 
To do this, you need to keep these facts in mind:  
 
 1.  The Gatekeeper is a valuable member of the Executive’s staff 
 2.  You need to be friendly to the Gatekeeper.   
 3.  A positive attitude is essential 
 4.  The Gatekeeper needs to become convinced that you have something 
beneficial to offer their organization, and that their boss would naturally want to 
hear your message.   
 5.  In short, you have something of value that their boss will want to hear! 
 
In today’s business environment, this encounter will almost never be face-to-face.  
Because of labor costs, it is simply not efficient to have salesmen go door to door 
seeking appointments.   You must operate through a via, the telephone.  
 
Since this initial request, through the gatekeeper, will routinely be over the 
phone, it is absolutely essential that you SMILE.   Genuine friendliness is 
conveyed over the phone any time you smile.  If you’re not physically present, at 
least your friendly voice (backed by a smile) will be “present.”   Be confident and 
direct, never antagonistic or arrogant.  
 
Your dialogue in this initial call needs to be simple, direct, and friendly:  
 
“Good morning, Mr. ____________ please” 
 
 Response:  Is he expecting your call? 
                      What is this in regard to? 
 
“The purpose of my call is to introduce myself to Mr. _________, state my 
business and arrange an appointment.  May I speak with Mr. __________ 
please? 
 
From here, the Gatekeeper will either put your call through or request additional 
information.   Your response will be something like:  
 
“I’m calling to find out if our company would have any business with Mr. 
________.  May I speak to Mr. ____________ please?” 
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Again, your call has a good chance of being connected at this point.  If not, you 
may need to supply some additional information.  Keep in mind that the 
administrative assistant normally is not empowered to confirm an appointment 
on her executive’s calendar without his concurrence.  Only the executive herself 
can make that decision.  You are only asking for 5-10 minutes to explain to the 
executive why it is important for him or her to meet with you.  You’re not trying 
to sell anything; you just want to schedule an introductory meeting.   
 
In most cases, you will be connected directly to the executive if he is in the office 
and available.   
 
If you still aren’t getting connected, here are some additional tips:  
 
 1.  Ask for an exact time when the executive will be available, note the time 
down, and tell the assistant you will call back at that time.   When you call back, 
greet the secretary by name, and ask to speak with the executive.   
 2.  Sometimes, the assistant will want you to send information about your 
company so they can evaluate whether to meet with you or not.   Ask for the email 
of the executive and send the information directly to him, with a cover note 
requesting you meet for 10 minutes and you guarantee it will be a valuable 
meeting (for him).   This has an additional benefit in that you will receive the 
executive’s email.  
 3.  Befriend the administrator, make her an ally. Explain why you are 
committed to meeting with the executive (stress the value to their company) and 
ask for her help.  “What’s the best way to get on his calendar” is a very useful 
question to ask.  
 4.  Find out the direct phone number to the executive.  If you are not 
getting through, try calling early in the morning or late at night (when the 
gatekeeper is not screening calls). 
 5.  If you are asked if you’d like to leave a message, it becomes a judgement 
call.  I will generally not leave a message if I’ve not yet met with the executive.  
They are extremely busy and will seldom have time to return a phone call from 
someone they’ve never met.  Would you? 
 6.  If you simply can’t get through, you have no choice but to leave a 
message.  However, always request an email address so you can send some 
information.  Many executives will read an email rather than take a phone call.    
 7.  Finally, remember to thank the gatekeeper for their help.  Acknowledge 
with an email thank you, a handwritten note, a card, flowers, perhaps a small gift.  
 
Electronic Gatekeepers  
 
The most common Electronic barrier is voicemail answering systems.  Some 
executives have arranged for specialized voicemail systems that they never 
personally answer, but have their secretaries screen their calls that way.  Others 
will listen to messages, but rapidly page through all messages deleting anything 
that doesn’t sound familiar.   Getting through the voicemail  “clutter” is 
increasingly more difficult.  
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You will generally call 2-3 times to get the executive directly before giving up and 
leaving a voicemail message.  If you DO leave a voicemail message, here are the 
rules:  
 
 -- keep it short and sweet 
 -- friendly, positive, attitude delivered with a SMILE 
 -- leave a compelling message (why should they call you back) 
 -- make it interesting, mysterious, intriguing or funny (humor works) 
 
Your chances of getting a return call from your voicemail are about 1 in 20, or 5% 
of the time, assuming you have left a compelling message and there is a good 
reason for them to return the call.  
 
If you were referred into the company, use that person’s name in the message.  
 
Remember your key objective in leaving a message, and follow these rules:  
 
 -- convey credibility 
 -- state your unique value proposition 
 -- why it’s important for them to listen & return your call  
 -- urgency & convenience 
 
In addition, there are several tactics you can use that may allow you to bypass 
voicemail: 
 
 1.  Use email instead.  Find out the person’s email and request a meeting 
electronically. You can find their email address over their company website, from 
their secretary, by search of Google or Yahoo (type the name in quotes), or via 
social networking systems such as LinkedIn.  Or you can guess.  
 2.  Talk to someone else in the company.  Try the marketing department, 
because their job is to interface with the public and they will generally like to talk 
to you because you might be a prospect.  Ask to be switched over to Mr. 
Executive, or get his direct line, or get his email.  
 3.  Call the main company switchboard and ask to speak to Mr. ____.  
Before they connect you, ask for a direct line.   
 4.  Ask who is on Mr. ___________’s staff.  Get connected to them and 
follow directions of #2 above.  
 
Navigating the maze of corporate America and reaching your Key Executive 
requires cultivating many skills, but the foremost is persistence!  Sometimes it 
will take many attempts to actually reach your target, but if you follow these tips 
your probability of success will dramatically improve.   
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