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Introduction


Selling has never been easy and, especially in today’s competitive conditions, can be downright difficult. What’s more, some sales are inherently more challenging to achieve than others. The process of pitching – that is, multi-stage selling usually necessitating a formal presentation – is a case in point: every detail must be well executed if you are to maximize your chances of success. This book takes you step by step through every stage of the process so that you will gain confidence in your ability to pitch successfully.


Whatever your persuasive intention, and it may be pitching for a major contract or – sometimes equally difficult – putting an idea to your boss, the process is broadly similar. While agreement can, of course, sometimes be achieved at the end of one brief conversation, other circumstances will demand something more complex. It’s not that you want to go through a more complex process but that the type of customer or client demands it.


The stages involved in the sales ‘pitch’ process usually start with a meeting: a briefing at which the client sets out (albeit with your assistance) exactly what they want. At that meeting you can respond and suggest how you might help. Very often they will want to see your considered view – your recommendations – in a written proposal. That delivered, you may then be asked to make a formal, ‘stand-up’ presentation, perhaps to a board, a committee or a buying department. This adds a new dimension and demands additional skills.


Even if the client decides in your favour, other discussions and follow-up may be necessary, to tie things down. To achieve further orders, even when the client or customer knows you and is satisfied with what you have already delivered, you may have to go through the whole process again. At every stage you may be pitching against others, so to be successful not only do you have to do it well but you must also do it better than your competitors.


Additionally, it’s important to remember that such a process is cumulative. This means that each stage must be completed to the satisfaction of the other party or they will simply decline to go any further. If, for instance, you put in a bad, or even lacklustre, written proposal, you may never get the chance to go on to make a presentation. People will ‘vote with their feet’ and just go no further.


You will want to undertake the process in a way that will ultimately gain agreement, since failure can waste a good deal of time and money, so every stage must be managed in the right way and executed in the best possible manner. While the perfect pitch may rarely be achieved, luckily there are approaches and techniques you can use that will make success easier and more certain. This book sets out to show you the best way to proceed, to make the process manageable and to help you maximize your success, or ‘strike rate’.
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To be able to pitch you need someone to whom to pitch. This may be someone in your own organization, your boss perhaps, or an existing customer or client, or someone you may need to find. Whoever your prospect is, you need to make a good start and a good impression and set the scene for the whole process. A key element is discovery: finding out exactly what people want. This chapter explores how to make this stage effective, and covers:



•  the first conversation



•  the first meeting



•  how to find out what the client wants



•  how to identify the client’s needs and priorities.




The first conversation


Realistically, if someone approaches you or is recommended to you, it is likely that they will check you out a little. So your initial conversation with them needs to allow for this and for each party to find out more about the other. This is true if they telephone you or, perhaps later, if you meet with them. If you find that they have visited your website, for instance, don’t assume that they have read and retained every word but do assume that they know something about you. Make sure that any detail you give about your organization flows on from, and is compatible with, the information on the website.


The art and science of pitching – and it is surely a mixture of both – are an added dimension to the art of persuasion and selling. (See Selling In A Week in this series for more on selling techniques, which are a necessary foundation to the pitching process.)


Even the earliest action in pursuing the sort of complex sales process reviewed here must not be taken in isolation. It must:



•  respect and reflect the marketing and promotional activity that precedes it (as with the website just mentioned)



•  become a formative part of what it is hoped will be an ongoing client relationship.


The progression of events is usually well anticipated in most fields that have sales complexity. And neither you nor the prospect expects a deal to be made in a moment. There are four main stages:



1  The initial contact confirms that a meeting is called for.



2  A meeting will start the process in earnest and allow you to discover further information.



3  A written proposal will explain and record your suggestions for how you, your products or your services can solve a problem, for instance.



4  As numbers of people are often involved on the client side, the next main step is often a formal presentation, when essentially the proposals are explained in more detail and questions answered.


After these main stages a good deal of follow-up action may be necessary, such as further meetings, before agreement is achieved. The whole process does not happen in five minutes, and often weeks and even months may go by before matters are concluded.


The first meeting
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An initial briefing meeting is, of course, a sales meeting too, and everything about the way it is conducted must play its part in making the whole thing persuasive. What takes place must be acceptable and set the scene for the future. This first meeting must:



•  inform both sides and do so clearly



•  persuade



•  differentiate your offer from the competition.


From the start, everything must be treated in a way that recognizes the likelihood of competition, so you should always ask about competition – ‘Is this something you are talking to others about?’ You will not always get a straight answer but you might. Even knowing one detail such as the number of other organizations that will pitch, or the size of a competitor relative to you, will help you.


The most important thing stemming from an initial meeting is information. You need to know exactly what they want, and you also need to know as much as possible about:



•  the person or people you meet



•  how the decision will be made



•  the organization and whether its circumstances influence the decision in which you are involved (whether it is part of growth plans or retrenchment, for example).


There is also much to be learned about other matters such as timing, urgency, financial constraints and more – all of which can help you towards a successful outcome.


The crux of the initial meeting in terms of the pitch that follows is twofold: first the questioning and secondly the beginnings of setting out what you might offer.


[image: image]


Ready, aim and fire!


This is a logical order of action for both the military and those in selling. If preparation equates with ‘ready’, then identifying needs is certainly likely to improve the aim. ‘Fire’, for the salesperson, means being ‘on target’: having a clear understanding of the client and relating what you offer to their specific and individual needs.
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Winning pitches is by no means only about putting over your case. It demands not the ‘gift of the gab’ alone, but also the ability to ask questions, to do so in the right way, and to use the answers to better target the approach that you then deploy as you expound your case and make suggestions. Of course, your prospect will volunteer the answers to some of your questions, but perhaps only briefly or partially. Good investigative skills are necessary here.


What clients want


Clients have two prevailing feelings when buying or considering buying from a particular supplier:



•  They feel that they are the important one in the relationship.
You sometimes hear salespeople talking about ‘the buyer’s support’, as if there were some reason why people should do business with them just to help them. This is wrong. There is no reason in the world why clients should support you; they will only do business with you if they decide it is in their interests to do so. So they are right to see themselves as important, and the way in which you handle them in terms of courtesy, efficiency and appropriateness must reflect this.



•  They want a potential supplier to consider their needs.
They consider their needs to be unique, if only in detail. Selling is usefully described as ‘helping people to buy’, which suggests strongly that having knowledge of what clients want, exactly what they want and how they want it, is the basis for sales success. Recognizing this principle actively helps you succeed. Of course, you have to find out exactly what needs a particular client has, and then use that knowledge to increase the effectiveness of your sales approach.
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The gentle art of finding out


Despite your pressing need to find things out, questions must be asked carefully. This is true whether you are starting with a blank slate or whether a prospective client begins by stating a brief that is, in their view, clear. You should always check, clarify and, if the need and opportunity are there, extend their brief. This is because client briefs often change during the course of a discussion, and questioning in part prompts them to clarify or even adapt their thinking to a larger or smaller extent. Care is always necessary here because:



•  most clients are busy, and do not want you subjecting them to a time-consuming or aggressive style of questioning; though with a major project in mind they may need little persuading that time spent on this process is necessary and worth while



•  you need accurate information that will then help you differentiate yourself from your competitors. Certainly, knowing more than a competitor must help.


Asking good questions


How do you go about this questioning? There are several factors that will make what you do work well. Questions need to be:



•  accurately phrased
If a question is not clearly and precisely phrased, ambiguity may prompt the wrong answer.



•  mostly open-ended
Open-ended questions are those that cannot be answered by ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Thus, ‘Tell me exactly how you plan to use our services’ is better than ‘Do you see a cost advantage?’ The first gets them talking (which is why open-ended questions work best) while the second, while it may be answered ‘yes’, may well leave other reasons for considering using you unsaid. Open-ended questions are likely to be the best way of getting what may well be the considerable amount of information you need, and are most likely to make the process acceptable to the client. Closed questions (those that can be answered ‘yes’ or ‘no’) can be used to vary the conversation and verify more specific details in checklist style.



•  probing
Using a series of linked questions allows you to dig deeper and deeper to pursue a particular line and establish fuller understanding. This is an important technique and comprises four levels of questioning:


    1  Background questions produce the basic detail, such as ‘What kind of company is it?’, ‘How is this organized?’ and ‘What is its budget?’ or whatever the required areas of information may be.


    2  Problem questions (also called opportunity questions) are the first level of probing questions, which begin to explore what area of activity the product or service being reviewed is to fit in with. The problem need not always focus on something negative.


    3  Implication questions further probe the points raised at the previous level to see exactly what the results of any purchase will be.


    4  Need questions are the final set of questions and this is where you want to be – focusing on the need.


An example makes the principle clearer. Imagine the beginnings of a conversation between someone with a house to sell and a possible agent. Questions like ‘How many rooms does it have?’ ‘Where exactly is it located?’ and ‘How long have you lived there?’ are all background questions, and provide a useful start to the agent’s information gathering.


Then a question like ‘Are you aiming for a quick sale?’ followed by ‘Why is that?’ takes things to the next level. Let us assume that the questioner discovers that the potential seller has a house to buy in mind and young children who would benefit from not missing the start of a new term at school in their new area. This is useful information and, if followed up by an implication question, ‘Does this mean you can be a little flexible on price?’, puts the questioner on strong ground.


Finally, a need question focuses the client’s mind: ‘So, if I could suggest a marketing plan that might work fast, but still maximize the price you get for your house, would that hit the spot?’ If the estate agent can then do just that, suggesting a plan that sounds practical, the client will surely take notice.



	

The four phases of information gathering


Here’s an example of a conversation between an architect and a potential client.




	

1 Background



Architect: What are your reasons for wanting to build on to your house?



Householder: I guess when we moved here we downsized a bit too much and we just need more space.




	


A: What kind of space exactly? What’s it going to be for?



H: Well, the main thing is to create a study. There is a sort of computer corner in the living room, but it reduces the useful space in that room too much.




	

2 Problem



A: When we spoke, you mentioned that the extension should run off the living room but, now I see the room, mightn’t that cause problems of access to the garden: out of the living room into the new study and then out to the garden?




	


H: I guess so; the double doors out from the study will take up most of the back wall and we also want a lot more shelves.


3 Implication




	


A: And you were talking about having a put-you-up bed in the study, weren’t you? Might this just not create the space you want?


H: Yes, that could be.




	

4 Need



A: So, if we could position the new room so that access from the living room to the garden was still possible and extend the living room at the same time, would that be likely to give you the increase in space you want?



H: Well, yes, it would; what do you suggest?







Never skimp this finding-out process. If it is well done, it makes everything you have to do during the remainder of the selling process easier. And if you are in competition and find out the salient facts more accurately than anyone else, it can give you an edge over them throughout the rest of the process.
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Clarify the brief


In many circumstances, your questioning is as much about clarifying a brief as it is about finding things out from scratch.
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Listening to what the client says


 


‘We have two ears and one mouth so that we can listen twice as much as we speak.’


Epictetus, Greek philosopher (c.55–135 CE)


Listening is always important throughout a meeting, especially when questioning is involved. You will look at least careless, and at worst incompetent, if you say something later during the process that makes it clear that you have not been listening properly to what a client has said. Listening is actually easier said than done; there may be many distractions and your mind is necessarily on a number of things at once: what to say next, what to ask and so on. You must listen carefully, very carefully, to everything the client says, and it must be apparent to the client that you are doing so.


Making notes


You can obtain a great deal of information in a short time with effective questioning techniques: too much to trust to your memory, however good you feel it is. You must make notes as you go along. The need for this is compounded by the fact that you often do not know in advance which bits of the plethora of information coming to light will be useful; the relevance of specific points may only become clear as matters progress. In some meeting situations it may be appropriate to ask for permission before writing down something a prospect says.


All this may seem very obvious, but many have walked out of a meeting and immediately had to ask themselves, ‘What was it they said?’ – so make notes.


Agreeing needs
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Finding out what clients want, exactly what they want and why (and keeping a note of it) is essential. However, it is one thing for you to find out, and find out accurately, what your clients want; it is another for them to know that you have done so. Unless they are aware that you have an accurate picture of their requirements, they will never develop the same confidence in what you say or recommend. The usefulness of what you have discovered will be reduced.


The answer is to agree with the client that the needs are true reflections of what the client has said. This can be done with further simple questions: ‘Is that right? Am I understanding you correctly?’ Alternatively, it can be done by summarizing: ‘Let me just be sure I have got this right; what you are saying is...’, listing the key points that have emerged. This makes sure you are correct, and it makes that accuracy of understanding clear to the client. It also allows you to refer back to points in the right sort of way when they are discussed again later in the conversation.
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