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Introduction

Superior questioning skills are a prerequisite of any successful selling career. In this book, I've tried to share what I've learned about questioning in the sales interview over the past quarter of a century. I've focused in on 250 essential sales questions … questions that, when asked intelligently and in the right setting, will help you build rapport, streamline your sales process, and, yes, close more deals.

As always, I'm interested in your comments on what follows. I hope you'll write to me with your insights and experiences.

Make it a productive day!

Stephan Schiffman

President

D.E.I. Management Group

888 7th Avenue, 9th Floor

New York, NY 10106

contactus@dei-sales.com


Chapter One

Six Kinds of Questions

This book is designed to help you ask questions that move you closer to closing the deal. It offers 250 questions designed to help you travel relentlessly toward that goal. The questions are arranged into six distinct categories.

1 Questions that help you initiate contact and build a rapport with the prospect—Chapter Two.

2. Questions that help you figure out what the other person does (you can't sell effectively if you don't know this)—Chapters Three, Four, and Five.

3. Questions that help you secure a Next Step with the prospect—Chapters Six and Seven.

4. Questions that help you identify the right presentation—Chapter Eight.

5. Questions that help you deal with setbacks or obstacles in the sale—Chapter Nine.

6. Questions that will help you formalize the decision to use what your product or service offers—and negotiate the best deal—Chapter Ten.

Going Beyond “Magic Questions”

When I train salespeople, I often ask what kinds of questions they think are the most important in the sales process. A good many of them tell me that they want to focus on “killer questions”—questions that supposedly “force the issue” or “close the sale.” These sorts of questions typically sound like this:

[image: The250sales_common] “What do I have to do to get you into a Dodge Viper?”
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Basically, these are questions that sound like—and have even been described as—”closing questions.” It's like people think there are magic words they can say that will turn a skeptical prospect into a customer.

The sad, and often overlooked, truth is that these questions alienate prospects. They will close only those sales where the person has already more or less decided to buy. These are not the kinds of questions you and I will be exploring in this book.

Selling is a process, and a fairly complex one. No one single question recited from memory during a few short seconds is likely to secure the deal for you. That's the bad news. Here's the good news: Intelligent questions posed as part of a larger process can and will win you the business. And that's what we'll be exploring together in this book.

Selling as a Process

Think of selling as a process, a relationship that emerges over time.

Like all useful processes, good selling has a goal. What is the final stage of the sale? Typically, the salespeople I talk to will tell me that the final stage is the close, and that is certainly accurate enough. But it is also true that it is only salespeople who are focused on “closing” a deal. From the buyer's perspective, the initial decision to agree to work with us is actually a decision to “use” what we have to offer.

So, instead of focusing obsessively on the word “close,” I prefer to think of the final stage of the sale as the prospect's decision to use what we have to offer. The prospect decides to use our product or service—that's the direction where we want our questions to take us.

Let's start from that point and work backward. I want my new customer to use me as a resource—not just today, but hopefully forever. That is the ideal result of the sales situation. Here's a brief description of what I call the “Makes Sense” Selling Model. It shows the sales process as it should work:

1. Open (takes little time)

2. Gather info (the most time!)

3. Plan (little time)

4. Close (hardly any time!): The point where we say, “Makes sense to me—what do you think?” (That's the ultimate question to close the deal, by the way.)

And here are a few things to remember about this model:
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What “Makes Sense”

What questions can we ask to “make” the person decide to use us? There really are none. In fact, the only reason people ever buy anything is because it makes sense for them to do so—makes sense from their point of view.

Stop for a moment and think about the last time you purchased anything from a high-pressure salesperson. Even if you happened to run into someone who used all kinds of fancy closing “tricks” in an attempt to get you to buy, and even if after hearing one of those closing tricks you did decide to buy from him or her, my guess is that the reason you did so is that it made sense for you to buy from that person.

Perhaps your whole business is built around documents and copying—and perhaps your copier had once died during a rush period. You then had a busy period coming up, and a copier salesman happened to call or walk in the door. You took a glance at your deadlines, you took another glance at the copier salesman, and you listened to what he had to say. Half an hour later, you agreed that it made sense to get a new copier. So you bought from him.

No matter what the salesman said, you bought because it made sense for you to do so. Whether it will make sense for you to buy from the same copier salesman again is another question.

The ultimate, and most effective, closing technique, the single question that is likeliest to win you the deal, sounds like this:

Well, Ms. Prospect, that is what we are proposing. It makes sense to me … what do you think?

This is the only “closing technique” that I teach. It is the question that every other question in this book is pointing you toward.

This closing strategy is tremendously effective—far more effective than the silly, manipulative questions people usually ask, because it isolates for us exactly what is going on in the relationship.

If the person we are talking to is someone who is already in the marketplace—such as the person whose copier has just gone down—the “makes sense” question really will do at least as good a job of delivering the business to you as the “closing trick” questions, and probably a far better one. This is because it helps you to isolate and strategize any obstacles that still exist. If the reason you're suggesting doesn't make sense, the person will usually tell you exactly why. Then you can explore those avenues with more “do-based” questions.

Three Groups to Sell To

Can you see where I'm going with this? Let's look more closely at the people we're trying to sell to. We can separate them into three distinct categories.

IMPs are people who are already IN THE MARKETPLACE. These are people who are actively looking for our product or service. If we were to ask these people, “What do you need?” they would give us an exact answer, because they have already determined that they do in fact “need” something they have not yet obtained. They're actively searching. As you can see, this is a small group.

EMPs are people who are ENTERING THE MARKETPLACE. These people have made a similar decision, but they do not have the same sense of urgency that there is with those in the IMP group. They typically say, “We're looking,” or “We're comparing.” This is not a very large group, either.

The third and biggest group is the CCs (CLOISTERED CUSTOMERS). They are people who are presently outside our marketplace, working with someone else. We generally have to contact CCs ourselves. This larger group is where we want to go for growth—by helping them do what they are trying to do better. But it's more difficult to start these relationships! These people will only respond if we find out what their unique goals are and show how working with us will help to turn those goals into reality.

The IMP and EMP groups are too small for us to be able to count on for continued sales. We must constantly reach out to people in the CC group to build our base of prospects and customers.

Beyond Order Taking

The IMP kind of discussion—the conversation with the person whose copier just broke down, and who wants another one right now—doesn't happen enough for us to count on it to support our lifestyle. In fact, this is a “sale” only in the technical sense. It is actually a good deal closer to order taking. There is very little work or analysis involved in the purchase decision. And a quick decision to work with us may not mean that the person has decided to work with us forever, which is our goal.

All the same, it does produce revenue, and it happens because it makes sense to the other person.

BUT … suppose the person is not yet in the marketplace? Suppose the person is entering the marketplace, or is a customer committed to some other vendor? Is there any way we can sell to such a person? Sure, but we have to find the right plan. We have to determine what the right presentation, or reason for buying, looks like. We have to find the plan that really does make more sense to the other person than continuing to do what he or she is already doing. We have to challenge the status quo, and we can't do that if we don't know which plan will make sense. Conversely, if we have done our homework and have isolated exactly what really does make sense to that person, we will have identified the one plan that matches up with what is going on in his or her world. If we find that plan, we may be able to make the case for changing the current situation, and the reason to change will make sense to the other person.

This is not necessarily easy—but it can be done. (At my company we have a saying: “Your #1 competitor is the status quo.”) Typically, this process happens only when the person commits to an extended series of conversations, which means that we have to make a point of strategizing clear Next Steps with the person we're talking to (more on those later). If the person isn't committed to investing time and energy in developing the plan with us, we're not really moving forward in the sales process! Why is it so important to win a Next Step from the prospect and engage this person in a dialogue about the plan we're developing? Because there are a million potential plans that we could talk about. Our job is to identify the ONE that makes sense. And that's where effective questioning comes in.

My experience is that the vast majority of salespeople make presentations based on what makes sense to them as salespeople, and not what makes sense to the other person. As a matter of fact, most of the salespeople I run into have very little idea what is actually going on in their prospects' lives. How do I know that they know very little about the situations their prospects face? Because they make the same presentation over and over and over again.

Same Presentation Syndrome

If you have ever had a salesperson ask you a few perfunctory questions and then move right into a “presentation” that has obviously been delivered 100 or 1,000 times before, you know exactly what I'm talking about. My guess is that you have also had a salesperson sit you down, spread a brochure in front of you, and “walk you through” the items on the brochure, element by element, as though you were not capable of reading them for yourself. These are signs of a salesperson who has not gathered unique information about the prospect, and they are very common signs indeed.

In order to make sure that what we present really will make sense to this person—enough sense to change what they're doing right now—we have to ask questions about what the other person does. I very intentionally say “what the person does,” as opposed to “what the person needs.” In the world of sales, I have found, there many misperceptions about words like “needs” and “problems” and “pain.”

In this book, you will be dealing with questions that will help you identify what is currently happening in the prospect's world, and you will not find me recommending any questions that encourage you to “probe” for needs, pain, or problems. We have to focus on what the person and the organization are doing and to leave aside our own predispositions about what the pain is, what the problem is, what the need is.

The reason for this is simple. If I ask what a person needs, that person is very likely to tell me he or she has no need whatsoever. After all, if the prospect had a need, he or she would have called me rather than me calling him or her!

The information I get when I ask what the person “needs” is likely to be incomplete, or even inaccurate.

Similarly, if I ask about pain, I may get some information, but I still will not get the whole picture. In other words, if there is a particular dissatisfaction or skill gap or deficit in whatever they are currently using right now, and if the “pain” happens to be on the person's mind, and if the person happens to be willing to share it with me, then I may get some information I can build a proposal around. But this is a very small portion of the “pie” that represents the environment the person is facing.

What if I ask the person to describe pressing business problems that he or she faces or will face in the future? What if I build my proposal around those problem issues? I might get a decent idea of what is going on in that person's world, but I will not get the whole picture. Even if you discover everything about the person's pains, needs, and problems, you will have only learned about certain parts of their situation—the parts that are currently causing pain and problems. You won't be getting the whole picture. What about the rest of your contact's situation—the things that don't fit in the categories of pains, needs, or problems? What's going on there? If I only ask about “needs,” I don't know—and if you've only been asking the types of questions mentioned above, neither do you.

What if, on the other hand, I build my questions around what the person is doing right now, what he plans to do in the future, who he is doing it with, why he is doing it that way, when he does it, and so on? By doing that, I will get a much more accurate and complete picture of what that person is facing.

As a matter of fact, I will uncover everything that I would have uncovered by means of asking about needs, pain, or problems. There is nothing of importance that cannot be covered by what the person actually does. Using this method, I will also get some more significant insight into what the person is trying to accomplish, which is really what matters. The other advantage of the do-based selling philosophy is that it helps me to phrase the right questions during any negotiation discussions.

Verification

Even after asking questions like these, however, I have to be sure that my presentation really is aligned with what is likely to make sense to the person. That is why I have to incorporate a verification substep to make absolutely sure that what I am going to recommend really does make sense. The verification substep fits into our selling model after we have gathered information, and before we create a plan that we can present. This is my chance to confirm my assumptions before I make a formal recommendation. It is an extremely important step, one that most salespeople skip.

Why Presentations Fail

The experience at our company is that 90 percent of the sales presentations that do not turn into revenue have some kind of problem in the information-gathering phase.

My own personal philosophy is I would rather make fewer presentations that have a higher likelihood of actually closing. Wouldn't you?

Before we gather the information, of course, we have to ask questions during the opening phase of the relationship. We have to initiate the discussion, set the first appointment, and establish a little bit of rapport with the person before we jump into our question phase. Without this kind of discussion, we really can't move forward to the other questions. You can't walk in and say, “What kind of copier are you looking for?” before you shake the person's hand, introduce yourself, and make a little small talk. In the sales model, we have illustrated, these types of rapport-building questions should be used during the short opening period. So what kinds of questions have we identified? Look at them again:

1. Questions that help you initiate contact and build rapport with a prospect.

2. Questions about what the other person does. (By the way, this is where we want to spend most of our time with the prospect. Not surprisingly, the majority of questions in this book are designed to help you identify what the person does.)

3. Questions that help you secure a Next Step with the prospect.

4. Questions that help you identify the right presentation by verifying your information.

5. Questions that help you deal with setbacks or obstacles in the sale.

6. Questions that will help you formalize the decision to use what your product or service offers—and negotiate the best deal.

These are the questions that will move us forward in the sales process … and also move us forward in the relationship once the prospect becomes a customer.

Remember—there is no single question that will transform an unwilling contact into a buyer. But there are questions and strategies you can use to uncover what is really happening in a person's world and make them more likely to share the information that will allow you to make a high percentage “shot”—and improve your closing ratios.

The Sales Continuum

There are four levels on the sales continuum, and the kinds of questions we ask determine where we are headed on that continuum. The higher we move with the customer on the sales continuum, the more “do-based” questions we ask, the better our information gets, and the more valuable the relationship becomes.
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Most of us go back and forth between Vendor and Supplier. Our goal should be to take the time to figure out what's really happening in the other person's world, where we really are with our prospects and clients, and how we can move forward. Our goal should be to use “do-based” questions to strive toward the Partner/Resource relationship.


Chapter Two

Questions That Initiate
Contact and Build Rapport
with a Prospect

We saw in Chapter One that the first category of questions is made up of those that seek to establish initial contact and build some kind of rapport with the other person.

The most common means of establishing initial contact is through the cold prospecting call, although this is by no means the only way to reach out to someone.

Prospecting calls to businesspeople today are generally not standardized. What salespeople say varies dramatically from call to call, even when the same salesperson is dialing the phone. Perhaps just as important, these salespeople do not identify basic questions—that is, proven questions that the salesperson can and should use to develop a single standard calling approach, or script.

I am not going to try to give you a complete breakdown of the prospecting call in this book. That is something that is covered in some depth in my book, Cold Calling Techniques (That Really Work!), published by Adams Media. However, I do want to share with you a story about a woman we trained in Canada several years ago who realized that effective cold calling basically can be boiled down to a single question. That question looks like this:

Question 1: What I'd like to do is get together with you this coming Tuesday at 10:00—does that make sense?

Obviously, you cannot spring that question on somebody within the first five seconds of a call, so there is a little bit of preparation that must precede it.

For the record, here is an abbreviated version of a calling approach that leads up to that question:

Hello, Mr. Prospect, this is Steve Schiffman calling from D.E.I. Management Group. I'm not sure if you've heard of us, but we're one of the largest sales training companies in the United States and we work with firms such as This Company, That Company, and The Other Company. The reason I'm calling you today specifically is that we just completed a program with Big Company that helped them to dramatically increase their first appointment totals, and I'd really like to meet with you to show you the success that we had with them. I'd like to get together with you next Tuesday at 10:00. Does that make sense?

Notice that this is a standardized approach, which means that it is a script that I memorize and can deliver over and over in exactly the same way. It always leads directly to that closing question.

Great Results!

Now the woman whom we trained in Canada had the following experience with the script that I just shared with you: She liked it, she wrote one that mirrored it, and she even practiced it. But during the time that I was training her, she did not have the script down cold. Not only that, she did not remember all the techniques I had taught her for turning around initial negative responses. (You will not be surprised, I think, to learn that a negative response is something we should be prepared for during the conference call.)

The point I am getting at is that the only thing that she really remembered was the question, Can we get together this coming Tuesday at 2:00—does that make sense? And she got great results!

By the way—for me, a “prospect” is someone who agrees, in person, to move through the sales process with me. So that means that someone really isn't a prospect until I actually meet with her face-to-face and she agrees to meet with me again. (As you can tell, I do the majority of my selling in person.)

So what you have just seen is a single question that really can transform your entire sales career if you practice it. Try it. Build a script along the lines of the short sample script that you have read here; practice it relentlessly until you could recite it if you were awakened from a sound sleep; and make sure you always return the call to that question:

I'd like to get together with you next Tuesday at 2:00—does that make sense?

I should warn you, however, of one very important point: This technique only works if you are asking for an appointment Tuesday at 2:00. (Just kidding.)

Question 2: Have you ever done any (sales training) before?

The question you just read is the one that I am always ready to use in my industry when I am reaching out to a new lead for the very first time by telephone. During these calls, as you might expect, it is quite common for me to encounter resistance or interruption. In fact, it happens so often that I am interrupted, or that I hear a negative response, that I know I have to prepare for that possibility. One of the things I do is to turn around that objection so that I can refocus the conversation. Very often, I will refocus the conversation by asking the question you just read. Understand, I am not attempting to make the prospecting call a long, drawn-out interview of the person I have reached out to by phone—the relationship simply is not old enough yet for me to gather information on the phone, and most of my sales process happens face-to-face. I just want to regain control of the call, and I want to find out something very basic about the company I'm calling.

As I said, during the initial conversation, I fully expect to be interrupted. When this happens, I could say, “I would love to show you what I have done for the Big Company; why don't we get together on Tuesday at 2:00?” And our training has proven that, statistically, you will get a higher number of appointments by following this very basic approach than you will by simply yammering on about how wonderful your products are. A focused conversation—that is to say, a conversation based on gathering a commitment for a Next Step—will always get you better results than an unfocused conversation.

But there is a more subtle, and, I believe, more effective way to refocus a conversation, and that is by means of something that I call “the Ledge.” And when I say “Ledge,” what I really mean is a strategy for establishing a foothold in the initial conversation with the sales contact.

The Ledge in Action

So, let's say I'm the salesperson. I call you and I say:

“I would love to show you what I have done for the Big Company, why don't we get together on Tuesday at 2:00?”

And then you say to me:

“Steve, I am really not interested at all.”

I can then use the Ledge to get a foothold in the conversation by turning around the objection and immediately asking a question of my own. Here is what it looks like.

“You know, a lot of other people have said that they were not interested in what my company did, until they saw how we could increase their total base of first appointments and increase total revenue. Just out of curiosity, have you ever done any sales training before?”

Now it might sound as though, by posing that question, I am interested in gathering as much information as I possibly can about this person, and then perhaps even trying to close the sale over the phone. But, in fact, my only aim is to redirect the conversation and to get some kind of positive response from the other person.

If the person says, “No, we have never really done any sales training before,” I can then turn around and say, “Well, you know, we have worked with a lot of companies that have not yet done sales training, but when they saw what we had to offer, they decided that it really did make sense for their team. Why don't we get together next Tuesday at 2:00?”

On the other hand, if the person says, “yes, we have done sales training before,” and then tells me what sort of sales training they have done, I can then say, “You know, it is interesting you mentioned that, because we have worked with a lot of companies that have done that sort of training before, and they found that what we have to offer in terms of first-appointment training really does complement what they do. I would love to get together and show you what we did for ABC Company. Can we meet next Tuesday at 2:00?”

YOUR QUESTIONING STRATEGY


By focusing your prospecting call and by using the Ledge to refocus the conversation, or to get away from a situation where the prospector is trying to interview over the phone, you can place the emphasis where it needs to be for field salespeople: setting up a face-to-face meeting. If somebody is not willing to meet with you face-to-face, and you sell in person, you can rest assured that you are not dealing with a prospect.

By the way, telesales professionals can use the Ledge to refocus the call—instead of asking for an appointment, they simply ask the next question they're trying to get answered.



Note that the prospecting conversation always returns to this initial question: Can I meet with you at a certain specific date and time?

Question 3: Why February?
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