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Introduction

The success of SPIN® Selling took me by surprise. While I was writing it, I had an uneasy feeling that the book might not be well accepted. And initial events made it seem that my unease would prove correct. My original publishers, who had persuaded me to write the book, cancelled the contract when they received the manuscript. “It conflicts with generally accepted sales ideas,” they explained. Other publishers wouldn’t touch it because they too thought it went against conventional sales wisdom.

Finally, McGraw-Hill agreed to publish the manuscript and SPIN® Selling became a best seller. Even more satisfying, it wasn’t a flavor of the month book. Each year it has gained more new readers than the year before. The SPIN® model has become widely accepted in major corporations. In fact, half of the Fortune 100 companies use it to train their salespeople. Universities and business schools teach it, and the underlying research on the effectiveness of the SPIN® model has become a widely quoted case study in textbooks on evaluation methodology.

I say this not to brag but, oddly enough, to register a growing dissatisfaction. Although our work has influenced large and leading corporations, I’m constantly reminded that the majority of salespeople don’t work for big organizations. Most salespeople, whether they sell products or services, work for small companies. My firm, Huthwaite, gets letters, phone calls, and e-mail every day from sole practitioners, individual professionals, and one- or two-person salesforces. These are people who have read SPIN® Selling, who are convinced that the ideas in it are right, but who now need further help and advice on how to put the concepts into practice. They don’t have the resources or the numbers to justify attending Huthwaite’s customized training programs, but they do need practical tools to help them take the next step.

I talked with many of these people—with an architect from New Mexico, a software developer from San Diego, a sawmill owner in West Virginia. I tried to be helpful and to answer questions but knew, as I put the phone down, that they needed more than just a few words of advice. Gradually the idea of The SPIN® Fieldbook evolved. It would consist of tools, exercises, and practical advice. It would help people struggling to turn good concepts into productive sales. It would particularly appeal to those in smaller organizations who didn’t have access to our customized training programs. The only problem was finding the time to put it together.

My colleague Leni Gurin volunteered to search through thousands of pages of the books, articles, and programs I have written over the years and to cull from them useful material to help people sell better with the SPIN® model. With the addition of several new chapters, she has synthesized and expanded that material into a practical, step-by-step implementation guide. The SPIN® Fieldbook is the result.

Acknowledgments

Let me introduce Leni to you. Before Leni joined Huthwaite, she ran her own consulting practice for almost ten years, learning the hard way what it means to be an individual out there selling for a small company. She’s also worked for large consulting practices, including two Big 6 accounting firms. Her practical experience in managing change and implementing performance improvement programs has given her a real sense of how to help people develop skills. She worked hard to communicate the ideas and suggestions in this Fieldbook in a way that would be useful and practical. If this book helps you, it’s thanks to her efforts and down-to-earth approach.

Three others in Huthwaite deserve special mention for bringing this Field-book to pass. Sandy Rose and Pam Smith undertook the graphic design, and Elaine Lasky edited and proofed the manuscript. Elaine has worked with me for ten years, helping to prepare four of my books for publication. Sadly, she’ll be leaving Huthwaite for a new career, and we’ll miss her greatly.
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Using the SPIN® Fieldbook
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Overview

I grew up in the jungles of Borneo in what’s now Eastern Malaysia. My father was setting up schools in rural areas where education was unknown. I remember going up river with him to a newly opened country school to deliver notebooks for the students to write in. When we came back a month later, there, untouched on the teacher’s table, were the notebooks we had left. The teacher explained to us, “These books are much too nice to spoil with children’s scribbles. I shall wait until they grow up and leave school. Then I’ll give them the notebooks.” It sounded logical enough to an 8-year-old like me. Books weren’t meant to be written in—or, if they were, they should be reserved for important and organized thoughts.

Why a “Fieldbook”?

Obviously, I’d never heard of a Fieldbook like the one you’re reading now. This is not a book for leaving on the teacher’s table until you have the skills. It’s designed for you to use actively as you read it. That means it needs to be scribbled in. The words you read are, at best, 10 percent of the value from this book. It’s what you write that counts. The Fieldbook is full of what we call “exercises.” These are tools, tests, and frameworks to help you sell more successfully. Try them. Really try them. Just looking at the exercises will not help you sell better. However carefully you read each exercise, it’s not until you write your responses that you begin to reap the value of this Fieldbook. Writing your answers to the Fieldbook exercises is important in two ways:

1. Translation

Many of the exercises are designed to help you translate general concepts into the specifics of your own situation. From interviews with hundreds of the salespeople we’ve trained, clearly one of the hidden barriers that gets in the way of putting new selling ideas into action is this issue of translation. It’s easy for smart salespeople to understand fundamental concepts, like the ones we describe in this fieldbook, on a purely intellectual level. The tough thing is seeing how these concepts actually work when it comes to selling your own products or services. The first step in putting the ideas you’ll read here into action is to build a bridge between the concepts in this book and your own selling situation. That’s what we mean by “translation.” It’s the process of taking general ideas and transforming them into specific actions that relate to your products and your customers. Translating concepts into tangible actions is an important step to improving your selling. Working through the exercises in this Fieldbook and writing down your answers will help you with the translation process.

2. Planning

A consistent finding about successful salespeople is that they put effort into planning. Ninety-nine percent perspiration and 1 percent inspiration is the way that Thomas Edison described genius, but he could equally have been talking about selling. The myth that great salespeople work by pure inspiration is just that—a myth unsupported by the evidence. Good selling depends on good planning more than any other single factor. Because of that we’ve included dozens of planning exercises throughout the Fieldbook. Even if it sometimes feels repetitious, work through these planning exercises. Remember that effective planning takes you more than half way to effective execution. Think of these planning exercises as a dry run for real selling. We can’t be out on calls with you. We can’t help you once you are face-to-face with that important client or customer. But we can help you to plan. Many of the significant improvements in selling that have been attributed to the SPIN® model have come from better and more systematic planning.

[image: Images]

The SPIN® Model

You should ask two sets of questions before you invest time in anything—including this Fieldbook—that claims to help you sell better. The questions are:

What will this teach me?

What ideas, concepts, frameworks, or models are being recommended?

How do I know these will work in my kind of sale?

How will this teach me?

What methods are used to communicate the idea or models?


Are these methods practical and realistic enough to help me sell better ideas?

We’ve started to answer the second question already. This Fieldbook is designed as a series of practical exercises to help you translate the ideas into plans for action. We’ve taken an approach based on actual experience helping thousands of salespeople, and so the methods here have been reality-tested. But how about the first question: what will this teach you? What are the underlying ideas that we’re communicating? Where do they come from? How do you know that they will work? The underlying theory of successful selling that we’re teaching in this book is based on something called the SPIN® model.

You’ll read more about this model in the next chapter. In case you haven’t met the SPIN® model before, here is a brief introduction:

[image: image] It’s a set of ideas about how to sell successfully in large or complex sales.

[image: image] It’s based on the most extensive research ever carried out about effective selling.

[image: image] More than half the Fortune 100 use it to train their sales forces.

[image: image] You’ll find it described in detail in the best seller SPIN® Selling (Rackham, McGraw-Hill, 1988).

Getting the Most from This Fieldbook

As we’ve said, this is a book of exercises. So you’ll get the most from what you write, not from what you read. If you follow the advice we give here, complete the exercises, and put them into practice in your own selling, there’s a high probability that you’ll get a measurable improvement in your sales. We say this based on the experience of the first thousand salespeople we trained to use the SPIN® skills. When their results were compared with a matched control group of untrained people, they showed an average increase in sales volume of 17 percent.

Will you get a 17 percent improvement? Unfortunately, that’s an unanswerable question. It’s like saying that a group of a thousand people lost an average of 17 pounds by going on an exercise and diet program. It shows that the program brings results, but it doesn’t necessarily mean that you would automatically lose 17 pounds if you went on the same diet. How well such a program would work for you would depend on your present weight, your present dietary and exercise habits, your determination, and even your genetic makeup. You might lose 30 pounds or you might even gain some. The same is true of using these exercises to improve your selling. Your improvement will depend on your present level of selling skills, how adaptable you are to changing your selling habits, and—above all—on your willingness to learn. And, like diet and exercise programs, it will also depend on whether you adopt a systematic and sensible strategy for change. We know, for example, that the crash dieter who starves will almost certainly be less successful than the person who takes things at a slower pace and loses weight gradually. Exactly the same is true when it comes to changing your selling habits. If you try to read this book in a single day and then apply all its lessons in your next sales call, you’ll be just like the crash dieter. You’ll have tried to change too fast and you’ll probably fail.

So, if you shouldn’t take this book like a crash diet, how should you use it in order to get the most value? Here are four suggestions:

1. More Haste, Less Speed

Take it at a moderate pace. A Fieldbook shouldn’t be like a novel that you can’t put down because you want to know how the story turned out. We can tell you the punch line right now. It’s this: by systematically working through these exercises, you can improve your selling. You don’t have to speed through to the end of the book to get the message. Instead, once you’ve read the introductory chapters that give you an overview of the SPIN® model, slow down. Read one chapter at a sitting. Complete the exercises, try the ideas. Don’t hurry through the book.

2. Stick to the Fundamentals

Like most instructional books, this one gets more complex as it goes on. The early chapters may seem basic. It’s easy to dismiss these basic skills as elementary and to skip to the more exciting material later in the book. If you do this, you’ll be shortchanging yourself. The early chapters are not elementary; they are fundamental scales. And that’s very different. High performers everywhere, whether in sports, the arts, or selling continue practicing the fundamentals. A professional golfer doesn’t stop working on basic putting, a master pianist still practices scales, and top salespeople continue to work at honing their fundamental selling skills. Believe me—I’ve worked with many of the world’s top salespeople and I know.

I first had this lesson taught to me twenty years ago when I had the opportunity to go through a sales training class with a group of top performers from Xerox. At one point in the class there was an opportunity for participants to choose any skill they wanted to practice further. I’d seen less tenured Xerox people go through the same class, and they usually chose to practice one of the “advanced” skills taught on the program, such as price negotiation. So I was surprised that most of the top performers instead chose “basic” skills, like questioning. I wouldn’t be surprised now that I’ve worked with so many world-class salespeople. They don’t neglect the fundamentals and neither should you.

3. Alternate Theory with Practice

When you’ve finished a chapter and tried its exercises, spend a few days putting the concepts into practice in some real sales calls. The book SPIN® Selling contains a chapter “Turning Theory into Practice.” Among the advice it offers is that nothing feels natural the first time you try it. Consequently, you should try any new idea that could help your selling at least three times before you decide whether it is working. So we would recommend that, after reading a chapter, you try out its ideas several times before going on to the next chapter. In that way, you’ll give these ideas the best chance to add real value to your selling. Alternating each new chapter with plenty of tryout opportunities is a smart learning strategy.

4. Repractice Your Weak Spots

As you work through the book you’ll find some areas that seem very natural to you and others that give you difficulty. Keep coming back to the difficult areas. If you find any area tough, leave it alone for a few weeks and then revisit it. Often these tough areas are where people with sufficient persistence make breakthroughs that dramatically change their sales results. There’s an element of “no pain, no gain” at work here. The harder it is to develop a skill, the more valuable it may turn out to be.

The purpose of this Fieldbook is to help you learn and apply the SPIN® concepts and skills, both in your office and out “in the field.” Our intent is for you to be able to use the Fieldbook exercises, tools, and the plans you develop—out there where they matter, on actual sales calls with your clients and customers. But enough introduction. This is a practical book and we haven’t yet met a single exercise. We’ll set that right in the chapters that follow.
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Instant SPIN® Model
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About This Chapter

This chapter is designed to give you an instant basic understanding of the SPIN® model. It isn’t meant as a substitute for the excellent and informative book, SPIN® Selling (Rackham, McGraw-Hill, 1988.) If you haven’t looked through SPIN® Selling, then you really should do so. It’s a quick read, it answers lots of questions we can’t address here, and it is full of cases and examples that bring the model alive. Above all, if you’re the kind of person who is impatient with unsupported claims and promises, if you search instead for substance and proof, then you’ll find the evidence you need in SPIN® Selling.

The Origin of the SPIN® Model

The SPIN® model was developed from a massive research study by Huthwaite of 35,000 sales calls. The research set out to answer a question that had been troubling many people in high-end business-to-business sales. Their question was this: Are there special skills that make someone successful in large sales? Or is selling just selling, so that the fundamental skills are the same whether the sale is large or small? Companies like Xerox and IBM, who sponsored Huthwaite’s research, were preparing for a future where they anticipated that selling was about to become more complex and sophisticated. They had started to recruit and train high-end salespeople for this new world of the complex sale. They were finding that many of those recruits who had been outstandingly successful in making smaller sales, failed miserably in the new large sale environment. What was going wrong? Huthwaite’s job was to find out. We traveled with many hundreds of their salespeople. We used a newly developed, objective research tool called behavior analysis to measure the skills of salespeople and to find out what the most effective ones were doing. We found that top salespeople in large sales did have a set of special skills. The most important set of skills that these successful performers had in common we called SPIN® skills.

Basic Findings

Before we get to the SPIN® skills themselves, let’s look at some basic findings from this massive research study. The simplest question to answer through research was this:

In successful sales calls who does most of the talking?

[image: Images] The buyer?

[image: Images] The seller?

By counting the number of things said by each person in thousands of sales calls, we were able to confirm something that effective salespeople have suspected for a long time. In successful sales calls it’s the buyer who does most of the talking. How do you get a buyer to talk? By asking questions. So it was no surprise to the research team to find that the most successful salespeople were those who asked the most questions. But not just any questions. It soon became clear that successful salespeople asked smart questions and they tended to ask them in a particular sequence.

Test Yourself

Write down four or five examples of questions that you typically ask during a sales call.

[image: Images]

Now categorize your sample questions into two types:

1. Factual questions about the buyer’s present way of operating, e.g.:

How many people are there in this location?

What turnaround time are you getting?

How do you measure quality?

2. Questions about problems, difficulties, or dissatisfactions or about the buyer’s desire to solve these problems, e.g.:

Are you worried about competitive responses?

What effect would that problem have on output?

Are you looking for a faster process that would overcome this bottleneck?

Situation Questions

Questions of the first kind—that ask about facts or explore the buyer’s present situation—are called Situation Questions. They are necessary questions. You can’t sell without them. But look at your own examples and ask yourself this:

Who benefits more from these Situation Questions? Do I benefit more or does the buyer?

Most people ask Situation Questions to obtain information that will give them the facts they need to sell. Take our examples, “How many people are there in this location?” or “What turnaround time are you getting?” This information may be very helpful for the seller but it doesn’t do much for the buyer. Situation Questions generally benefit the seller. That’s why our research showed:

[image: image] The more Situation Questions in a call, the less likely it was to succeed.

[image: image] Most people asked a lot more Situation Questions than they realized.

Successful salespeople ask Situation Questions, but they ask them economically. They do their homework. They find basic factual information from other sources, not from the buyer. There’s a widely held belief in selling that’s at least a century old. It suggests that buyers love talking about themselves and their businesses; so you can’t go wrong by asking your customers to talk about themselves. If this belief is true, then you’d imagine that Situation Questions, which are often used to collect facts about buyers and their businesses, would be positively related to success. Unfortunately, this belief is pure myth. While it’s true that most buyers would rather talk about themselves or their businesses than listen to a boring product pitch, research shows that the more senior the buyer, the less they like answering factual questions. As one purchasing vice-president told us, “When a salesperson wants to take up my time with discussion about hobbies, or wants me to teach them basic facts about our business, I get irritated. In today’s world I’m too busy for that. I don’t get much value from educating salespeople. Too often they ask questions that don’t respect my time.”

So, although you must ask Situation Questions, ask them economically. Make every factual question count. Buyers don’t get a thrill out of telling you the details of their existing situation. Do your homework. Collect factual information from other sources and from more junior people.

Situation Questions at a Glance

[image: Images]

Problem Questions

So, unfortunately our research team found that the more Situation Questions you ask, the less successful the sales call is likely to be. We say “unfortunately” because Situation Questions are the most frequently used of all sales questions, and they are the easiest of all questions to ask. But the good news is that the research found three other types of questions that are much more powerful than Situation Questions and are strongly related to success. In other words, the more that any of these three types of questions are asked in sales calls, the more likely that those calls will succeed. The first of these types we call Problem Questions. Problem Questions are about the problems, difficulties, and dissatisfactions that the buyer is experiencing with the present situation and that you can solve with your products and services. Typical examples are questions such as,

How satisfied are you with your present system?

What prevents you from achieving that objective?

What problems are you experiencing in this area?

Inexperienced salespeople ask fewer Problem Questions than their more experienced colleagues. In fact, during the research we were able to predict quite accurately how long people had been selling by the number of Problem Questions they asked. Those with the most experience tended to ask more Problem Questions and to ask them sooner in the discussion. People new to selling, in contrast, tended to ask mostly Situation Questions and, if they asked Problem Questions at all, they asked them very late in the conversation.

Why is the level of Problem Questions higher in successful calls? Why is it so powerful to ask buyers about their problems? Think about it for a moment. The answer is that products and services—from cosmetics to computers—all sell because they solve problems for buyers. A good definition of a product or service is that it is a solution to someone’s problem. Even products that at first sight don’t seem to solve problems actually do so if you look more closely. Try these examples of products that are not obvious problem solvers and see if you can identify a problem that each of them solves for a potential buyer.

[image: Images]

At first sight, none of these products seems to solve a real problem. What does a Rolls-Royce do that a Chevy can’t? Both get you from point A to point B. The Rolls sounds like pure ostentation and vanity. And, of course, it is. And that’s the problem it solves. It lets owners show status, it bolsters the sagging egos of the successful but insecure. And there are plenty of customers lining up to pay their quarter of a million who will testify to how severe the ego problems are that a Rolls can help to solve. How about a video game? It solves problems of boredom. And an Elvis tie lets the wearer solve the problem of how to look different, how to tell the world that the king still lives, or how to start a conversation. Although none of these is a “useful” business problem, they are problems none the less and the sales of Elvis ties, video games, and Rolls-Royces show that the problems they solve are very real for some people.

Think of one of your own products or services in problem-solving terms. Try to think of at least five problems it solves. And look for less obvious problems because they are often the ones that will make or break sales.

[image: Images]

Problem Questions are the raw material out of which sales are made. In later chapters you’ll meet many exercises and activities to help you to plan and practice asking Problem Questions.

Problem Questions at a Glance

[image: Images]

Implication Questions

As we’ve said, experience alone is enough to teach salespeople how important it is to ask about problems. If you’ve been selling for several years, the chances are that you already have learned about the value of Problem Questions. If you are relatively new to selling—or if you are someone who only sells occasionally—then practicing Problem Questions is probably the single most important thing that you can do to improve your selling. However, the next type of question is one that doesn’t get better with experience, and a lot of the most experienced salespeople we studied had a serious gap in their questioning skills in this area. In our research we found that skill in using the most powerful of all questions—what we call Implication Questions—doesn’t automatically improve as you become more experienced. Top salespeople use a lot of these Implication Questions, but thousands of experienced but less successful sellers that we studied didn’t ask these questions at all.

Before we look at Implication Questions in detail, let’s start with a curious finding from the SPIN® research. Top salespeople, we found, tended to introduce solutions, products, or services very late in the discussion. In contrast, their less successful colleagues couldn’t wait to begin talking about what they could offer. This finding held true across many industries. It was particularly pronounced in high technology, where salespeople often had exciting and innovative products they wanted to talk about. It was also pronounced in consulting and service sales, where consultants often felt they weren’t providing value unless they were talking about solutions and approaches. What’s so wrong about introducing products or solutions early in the discussion? Or, to put it another way, what’s so right about waiting until late in the discussion before talking about what you can offer?

Let’s examine the link between introducing solutions and sales success. Imagine you are a brand new salesperson.

[image: Images]

Inexperienced people don’t link problems and solutions.

New salespeople, because of inexperience, may not see a clear link between a buyer’s problems and the solutions they can offer. As a result, they may be reluctant to offer solutions. However, as salespeople become more confident, as they understand how their products solve problems, and as they ask buyers more about problems, the link between problems and solutions becomes much clearer in their minds.

[image: Images]

Experienced people see the link between problems and solutions

Because experienced people see how the solution fits the buyer’s problem they often jump quickly to solutions before the buyer is ready. In contrast, the most successful salespeople we studied held back and discussed the effects of the problem before talking about products or solutions. Questions about the effects or consequences of a buyer’s problem are called Implication Questions. They are the most powerful of all sales questions because they help the buyer see that the problem is serious enough to justify the hassle and cost of a solution. Typical Implication Questions might be:

[image: image] What effect do these problems have on your competitive position?

[image: image] Could that lead to an increase in your costs?

[image: image] How will this problem affect your people’s productivity?

Implication Questions like these are powerful because they induce pain. They build the consequences of the buyer’s problems and, in so doing, make the buyer more anxious for a solution that will take the pain away. That’s why top salespeople hold back from early answers and instead ask Implication Questions. They skillfully build the pain. They create a stronger need before introducing their solutions.

There’s a simple exercise you can try for helping you to think about implications:

1. Choose a problem that you can solve really well, preferably one where you have a distinct competitive advantage.

2. Imagine that you are talking with a buyer who is the perfect candidate for your solution.

3. Now imagine that the buyer tells you, “I know you can solve this problem but I don’t think it’s serious enough to justify the effort and cost involved.”

4. Think of the reasons why the buyer is wrong, why it is worth the effort or cost. These reasons are the implications that the buyer has not yet considered. In real life you should ask Implication Questions to draw these reasons out from the buyer. But, before you can ask Implication Questions, you need to have a clear idea of what the implications are likely to be. This exercise is a good way to uncover those implications.

Example
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These reasons allow you to plan Implication Questions such as:

[image: image] What will it do to your competitive position if the new product is late?

[image: image] What effect does the slowness of your revision process have on your best designers?

[image: image] If competitors have a faster revision process, what impact will that have?

Try it with a product or service of your own:

[image: Images]

A consultant who had struggled to ask Implication Questions and had found them very difficult once told us, “I just couldn’t seem to get the idea until one day I got turned down by a client when I knew that what I was suggesting was the right answer. This client was just plain wrong. All the reasons why he was wrong flashed through my head and then I realized that each reason was an implication that I hadn’t asked about. So I took a deep breath and said, ‘Before you turn this idea down, could I ask you a few questions?’ Then I translated the reasons why he was wrong into some ‘what would happen if …’ questions. It turned things around and I won the business.”

Many other people have reported similar experiences—their ability to ask Implication Questions started from a list of reasons why the buyer was wrong—which is why we designed this exercise.

Implication Questions at a Glance
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Need-payoff Questions

The final type of question used by successful salespeople asks about the value or usefulness of a solution. We call these Need-payoff Questions—an inelegant label, but we couldn’t find a better word beginning with N to give us the acronym SPIN®. Typical Need-payoff Questions include:

[image: image] Why is it important to solve this problem?

[image: image] Is there any other way this solution would help?

[image: image] How much would you save if we could speed this operation by 20 percent?

The common factor in questions like these is that—unlike Situation, Problem, and Implication Questions—they focus on solutions. Because of this solution focus, buyers rate calls that are high in Need-payoff Questions as positive, constructive, and useful.

Need-payoff Questions are often the mirror image of Implication Questions. So, for example, a buyer might have a problem that the present system is unreliable. One way to explore the problem might be to ask an Implication Question such as, “Could that unreliability create waste that adds to your costs?” But the same idea could equally well be explored using a Need-payoff Question like, “If you had better reliability, wouldn’t that cut waste and reduce costs?” Either way is valid and skilled salespeople usually use a mixture of Implication and Need-payoff Questions to explore the consequences of problems and solutions.

Need-payoff Questions, however, are much more than a positive way to ask about implications. They have a unique function in that they get the buyer to tell you about the benefits your solution offers, rather than forcing you to explain the benefits to the buyer. So, for example, instead of saying, “Our faster system will help you by reducing the present production bottleneck,” you might ask the Need-payoff Question, “How would our faster system help you?” In response, the buyer can tell you that a faster machine would help with the bottleneck. By getting buyers to talk about the benefits you offer, you can have greater impact, while sounding a lot less pushy.

The idea of using questions to get the buyer to tell you about your benefits is a powerful one. Try it out by generating some examples of your own like the following ones.
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Try it with your own example:

[image: Images]

It’s often said that selling is not about convincing buyers but about creating the right conditions to allow buyers to convince themselves. There’s truth in that saying. Need-payoff Questions can play a powerful role in setting up the conditions that let buyers tell you the benefits and, in so doing, convince themselves. When we were doing our initial research that led to the SPIN® model, we had an opportunity to travel with the top salespeople from a division of Xerox. We found that the Xerox people seemed to have buyers who often said things like, “Let me tell you another way in which Xerox can help me.…” We used to joke that it wasn’t that they were great salespeople, it was just that they had such great customers. Closer analysis showed that the reason why the Xerox buyers were coming up with so many ways in which Xerox products could help them was that these top Xerox salespeople were asking Need-payoff Questions that encouraged their buyers to talk about the benefits Xerox could offer.

Need-payoff Questions at a Glance
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Final Points on the SPIN® Model

High-level selling never works successfully if you try to sell by a rigid formula. Treat the SPIN® model as a formula and you’ll fail. The model is a description of how successful people sell. It’s backed by careful and extensive research—far and away the most comprehensive research into successful selling ever carried out. The model is broadly a sequence. Generally, for example, most sales discussions begin establishing some background information using Situation Questions. Then the seller usually uncovers one or more problems. Unless the buyer volunteers these problems, it’s likely that the seller uncovers them using Problem Questions. As we’ve seen, top salespeople don’t jump in with solutions at this point. They explore the problem; they build the pain a little. To do so, it’s likely that they will ask Implication Questions. Finally the discussion turns to solutions, and that’s where successful people ask Need-payoff Questions. So the questions of the SPIN® model are normally in sequence. But not in a rigid sequence. Nobody sells effectively by first asking all Situation Questions, then moving to all Problem Questions, and so forth. Flexibility is the hallmark of good selling. Treat the SPIN® model as a flexible road map for the call and it will help you as it has helped thousands of others.
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Check It Out!
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If you think you already know the SPIN® model but you’re not sure, OR you’ve read SPIN® Selling but haven’t tried SPIN® in the field yet, OR you’ve been trained in SPIN® but haven’t been through the material for a while, then this chapter is for you.

The questions (and answers) in this chapter will help you decide how to focus your efforts as you use the rest of this book to refresh, develop, and hone your selling knowledge and skills.

So don’t worry if you find any of these questions difficult. Use the results to point you toward your next steps in this book. As you work through each chapter, you’ll add to and build on what you already know. And after you practice applying the concepts and methods to sample situations and to your own cases, the last exercise in each chapter gives you another chance to check your learning.

Every set of Questions in this chapter is followed by the corresponding set of Answers.



CHECK YOURSELF—PART 1

The following questions ask about selling in general. You’ll find more information on these topics in Chapters 4, 6, and 7–9.

True or False

1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

4. [image: Images]

5. [image: Images]
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Is each of the following an Implied Need (statement of a customer’s problem) or an Explicit Need (statement of a customer’s want or desire)?

6. [image: Images]

7. [image: Images]

8. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

PART 1—ANSWERS

1. False      Not on your life! Few of us are persuaded by listening to the opinions of others. Research shows that giving your ideas, arguments, or opinions has a low impact on other people and rarely succeeds. It’s hard to talk someone into accepting your point, especially if the decision is a big one. It’s much more effective to ask questions that let people talk themselves into acceptance.

Remember, questions are the secret of sales success. Studies show that high-performing salespeople ask more questions. If you don’t ask questions, you won’t sell effectively. This book will help you build your seeking skills.

2. True       It’s sad, but true. Giving ideas, opinions, or arguments is the most common way people try to persuade each other. Giving is so much easier than seeking. So we get in the habit of persuading that way. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work well. If you build a selling style based on seeking, you can be much more effective.

3. True       It’s a very important part. More sales are lost by doing a poor job in this stage of the sale than for any other single reason. Handling the Investigating stage well is the biggest difference between successful and unsuccessful sellers. (To learn more about the stages of a sales call, read Chapter 4.)

4. True       The purpose of the Investigating stage of a sale is to uncover and develop buyer needs. Your client or customer becomes ready to buy by making those needs clear and strong. And you develop buyer needs by the questions you ask. (To find out how buyer needs develop, read Chapters 6–10.)

5. False      A buyer’s needs don’t start in the form of a want or desire. Implied Needs are a buyer’s statements about a problem, difficulty, or dissatisfaction with the existing situation. The purpose of the Investigating stage is to ask questions that reveal Implied Needs and then develop them into statements of clear, strong wants and desires—in other words, into Explicit Needs. (Read Chapter 6 to learn all about Implied and Explicit Needs and why they matter.)

6. Implied States a problem with the current system, not a want or desire.

7. Explicit “I’m looking for …” is a statement of want, not about a problem or difficulty.

8. Implied The need is stated in the form of a problem, not as a want or desire.


CHECK YOURSELF—PART 2

Now try some other questions. More information on these topics can be found in Chapters 4, 7, and 8.

True or False

1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

4. [image: Images]

[image: Images]

Which is a Situation Question and which a Problem Question?

Situation or Problem Question

5. [image: Images]

6. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

PART 2—ANSWERS

1. False             A lot of people do this, but it won’t help you get business. Why shouldn’t you talk about your products or services at the start of a call? Because:


[image: image] Giving is less powerful than seeking. Telling the buyer about your product or service is a weak way to influence.

[image: image] Describing your product or service is the same as offering a solution too early, a common mistake that can negatively impact larger sales.

[image: image] Since you don’t yet know what the buyer needs, your solution may be inappropriate.


[image: image] Describing your product or service too early often leads buyers to ask you questions, especially about price, creating unnecessary objections.

Just try to “set the scene” in your Opening, so that you can ask the questions.

2. True              Every Opening needs to ensure that the buyer knows who you are, knows why you’re there, and agrees to let you ask questions. Of course, if you already know the buyer, this may occur automatically. But with new prospects, you’ll need to introduce yourself, explain why you’re there, and get their okay to begin asking your SPIN® questions. (See Chapter 4.)

3. False             It would be very risky to ask Problem Questions right after opening the call—unless the buyer has already opened by describing a problem to you. Few people are willing to admit to problems, especially to a stranger. Probing too soon for difficulties can cause buyers to deny or cover up problems. It’s much better to start by asking a few neutral, fact-finding Situation Questions, and move on to Problem Questions after you understand the buyer’s current business and operations. (Chapter 8 tells when to ask Problem Questions.)

4. False             No way. If asking only Situation Questions got people to buy, how easy selling would be! But asking more than a few, well-focused Situation Questions makes the call less likely to succeed. (To learn why that is, and why most people ask too many Situation Questions, read Chapter 7.) In fact, asking Problem Questions and especially Implication Questions has a much more powerful impact on making the sale.

5. Situation      Situation Questions ask for facts about the existing situation.

6. Problem       Problem Questions ask about problems, difficulties and dissatisfactions with the existing situation. Asking if the buyer is satisfied is an indirect but effective way to probe for dissatisfaction.

CHECK YOURSELF—PART 3

Now the questions get a little harder. But don’t worry if you don’t get all the answers. That’s why you’re reading this book. Meanwhile, you’ll find lots more in Chapters 8 and 9.

True or False

1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

4. [image: Images]

[image: Images]

Distinguish Problem and Implication Questions.

Problem or Implication Question

5. [image: Images]

6. [image: Images]

7. [image: Images]

8. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

PART 3—ANSWERS


1. False             No, no, no! It is tempting, when a buyer offers you a nice problem you can solve, to joyfully toss your solution straight into the buyer’s arms. What’s wrong with wanting to help—selling your solution at the same time? Simply put, it doesn’t work. In fact, giving your solution too soon can lose you the sale. This is such a common mistake that we’ll warn you about it frequently.


Fundamentally, the impact of a solution depends on the size of the buyer’s need. Successful sellers know that they must develop the buyer’s Implied Needs (problems) into strong clear Explicit Needs, before offering solutions.

2. True             When you offer solutions, the buyer’s need stops growing. So you must first find a way to develop the buyer’s perception of the size and significance of a problem before you start discussing your answers. The best way to do this is through your questions. Implication Questions are the most effective way to help a buyer understand the full consequences and effects of problems. (See Chapter 9 to learn more about using Implication Questions.)

3. False             By their very nature, you can’t ask Implication Questions until a problem has been uncovered. Asking Problem Questions helps you and the buyer understand what problems, dissatisfactions, and difficulties the buyer has. Implication Questions are asked after Problem Questions, so that the buyer becomes more aware of their seriousness and significance. (See Chapter 8 for more on Problem Questions.)

4. True             Unfortunately, Implication Questions are much harder to ask than Situation or Problem Questions. They require planning and business knowledge, so that you can understand why certain problems would be important and what factors might cause them to be more significant than the buyer might realize. You also need to know what kinds of problems your products or services can solve, so you can focus on developing those Implied Needs.

5. Problem       Here the seller is probing directly for an Implied Need.

6. Implication In contrast to question 5, this question seeks to extend or develop a problem that’s already been identified by the buyer.

7. Implication This question develops a problem by asking the buyer to quantify it.

8. Problem       This question simply probes for an area of difficulty.

CHECK YOURSELF—PART 4

Moving right along, only one part to go after this. You’ll find more information on the topic in Chapter 10.

True or False

1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

[image: Images]

Distinguish between Implication and Need-payoff Questions.

Implication or Need-payoff Question

4. [image: Images]

5. [image: Images]

6. [image: Images]

7. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

PART 4—ANSWERS

1. True                  It’s not very effective to talk about solutions when the buyer’s mind is still on problems. So you need to shift the buyer’s attention. How? By asking questions that get the buyer to start thinking about the value or usefulness of a solution. Need-payoff Questions do just that. They invite the buyer to:

[image: image] Switch attention from the problem to the solution.

[image: image] Think about how the solution could help.

[image: image] Describe to you the ways your product or service could be of value or use to the buyer.

No wonder Need-payoff Questions are so powerful in selling: They get the buyer to tell you about the Benefits you can offer. (See Chapter 11 as well as Chapter 10.)

2. True                  Asking Need-payoff Questions too early is a very common mistake. There’s danger in questions like, “Wouldn’t a faster system be useful?” or “In your kind of operation, wouldn’t it pay you to adopt our method?” If asked too early in the call, the buyer could say “yes” but feel no real interest or commitment. It’s also risky to focus on solutions before the buyer has recognized a problem and its significance. Asking Need-payoff Questions is much more effective after you’ve explored the buyer’s problems and their implications.

3. False                 On the contrary, some of the best Need-payoff Questions come after an Explicit Need has been expressed. Need-payoff Questions can:

[image: image] Identify the existence of an Explicit Need by asking whether the buyer wants or is interested in a solution.

[image: image] Clarify the Explicit Need by asking why and how the need is important, or by quantifying the value of a solution.

[image: image] Extend the value of a solution by discovering other ways the solution might help the buyer.

4. Need-payoff  Seeks to identify the Explicit Need.

5. Implication  The question is problem-centered and develops the Implied Need before moving toward a solution.

6. Need-payoff  In contrast to question 5, this is a solution-centered question, asking the buyer to clarify the areas of payoff.

7. Need-payoff  This example shows how Need-payoff Questions can extend areas of payoff.

CHECK YOURSELF—PART 5

Almost there. Chapter 11 gives you the whole scoop on Demonstrating Capability, and Chapter 4 fills you in on Obtaining Commitment from a buyer.

True or False

1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

4. [image: Images]

5. [image: Images]

[image: Images]

6. [image: Images]

7. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

PART 5—ANSWERS

1. False      The number of Features you describe has little impact on the outcome of the sale. In fact, research shows that there are generally more Features given in calls that fail than in those that succeed. It’s far better to spend time developing buyer needs with Problem, Implication, and Need-payoff Questions and making Benefits to show how you can meet the Explicit Needs you’ve developed. (See Chapter 11 for more on questions 1 through 5.)

2. True       Benefits are absolutely the most powerful way to describe your products or services to buyers. The key to success in selling is the ability to uncover Implied Needs using Situation and Problem Questions, develop them into Explicit Needs using Implication and Need-payoff Questions, and then satisfy those Explicit Needs with Benefits.

3. False      Be careful: Benefits show how a product or service can meet an Explicit Need expressed by the buyer. An Implied Need is only a half-developed need. First you have to build the seriousness of the need so that your buyer expresses a clear strong desire for a solution.

4. False      The more objections you get, the worse your chances of making a sale. Objections are barriers between you and the buyer, and research shows that they’re most often caused by poor selling skills. Successful sellers put their emphasis on preventing objections rather than handling objections.

5. True       By using Implication and Need-payoff Questions to develop Explicit Needs, you can reduce the number of objections you receive and increase your chances of making a sale. The key is to develop strong Explicit Needs in the buyer before you offer your solution. (Chapter 11 explains the difference between “Benefits,” which help make a sale, and “Advantages,” which raise objections.)

6. False      The overuse of closing techniques can certainly hurt your selling. But the total absence of closing is even more damaging. The sale won’t close itself; so you’ve got to take the initiative. Research shows that it’s most successful to close once per call, after you’ve effectively developed your buyer’s needs.

7. False      Many experienced sellers think that frequent use of closing techniques improves your sales success, but research shows the opposite: Increasing the number of closes in a call actually reduces your success rate. If you haven’t developed your buyer’s needs, no closing technique can guarantee you a sale. (See Chapter 4 for more on Obtaining Commitment.)
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Four Stages of a Sales Call

[image: Images]




Overview

[image: Images]

1. Opening—the preliminaries, including introductions and beginning the conversation.

2. Investigating—uncovering, clarifying, and developing the buyer’s needs.

3. Demonstrating Capability—establishing how your solution meets buyer needs.

4. Obtaining Commitment—securing agreement to an action that moves the sale forward toward purchase.

Research evidence shows that the Investigating stage is the most crucial to success in large or complex sales.

[image: Images]

Almost all sales, from the simplest to the most sophisticated, go through the same four stages, leading to the same ultimate results or outcomes:

[image: image] An Order or win—where there is a commitment to buy.

[image: image] A No-sale or loss—where there is a refusal to buy.

But in large or complex sales calls, because of the time required to complete the sale, there may also be two other interim outcomes:

[image: image] An Advance—where there is buyer agreement on an action that moves the sale forward.

[image: image] A Continuation—where there is no buyer agreement on an action that would move the sale forward.

[image: Images]

So, in large or complex sales:

[image: image] The whole cycle usually requires multiple calls.

[image: image] Success in Obtaining Commitment depends on skillfully conducting the Investigating stage.

[image: image] It’s crucial to set realistic call objectives and achieve call outcomes that actively move the sale forward.

The Most Important Stage in a Sale

Research, including the SPIN® research, shows that Investigating is the most important stage of the sale. However, for generations the traditional wisdom didn’t acknowledge the importance of Investigating. Many sales managers swore that Obtaining Commitment—“closing”—had to be most important.

In small sales, there is some evidence to suggest that “if you can’t close, you can’t sell.” But in large and complex sales, success depends, more than anything else, on the skills used by the seller in the Investigating stage.

What exactly is Investigating? In a sales context, Investigating means systematically discovering, exploring, clarifying, and understanding the buyer’s business needs and problems. And to investigate, you must ask questions.

Questions, Questions, All Kinds of Questions

Questions are the most effective form of verbal behavior you can use to persuade. And that’s not just in selling. Multiple research studies have overwhelmingly shown that more questions are asked in successful negotiations, management interactions, performance interviews, group discussions, and other interactions than in unsuccessful ones.

Huthwaite’s research went further. We examined scientifically, for example, the standard assumption that “open” questions are better for selling than “closed” questions. First, let’s define each:

[image: image] Closed questions can be answered with a single word, often “yes” or “no.”

[image: image] Open questions require longer, more descriptive answers, often taking the form of “Could you tell me something about …?” or “Why is that important to you …?”

Since open questions get the buyer talking, conventional wisdom has been that there ought to be a connection to successful selling. Our studies found, however, that there is no link between whether questions are open or closed and successful selling.

But we did find that certain other kinds of questions are linked directly to successful selling when asked in a particular sequence. As we’ve seen, those are the SPIN® questions.

Why the Investigating Stage Is So Important

People purchase something to meet needs or resolve problems. They decide to buy when the pain of the problem and desire for a solution have been built to the point where they are greater than the cost of the solution. And it’s the Investigating stage where SPIN® questions are used to help you to uncover and develop your buyer’s problems.

Opening the Call

In larger sales, less is known about the Opening stage of the call than the other stages for a simple reason: Most larger sales involve existing customers or clients, where buyers and sellers are already acquainted. Less than 5 percent of meetings that major account sellers have are first calls with new customers, but some research data does exist for these kinds of Openings.

The book SPIN® Selling describes how and why certain traditional methods for opening a call may work in small sales but don’t for larger sales (pages 137–143). One such approach is the use of an “opening benefits statement.” In this approach, the seller opens with a statement about how the product or service could help the buyer. In very brief calls, that are less than 10 minutes long, an opening benefits statement may help engage the buyer’s interest in your product or service. But in longer calls—and an average business-to-business sales call lasts 40 minutes—there is no link between the success of the sale and using an opening benefits statement. In fact, it can be risky.

Don’t Introduce Your Solution Too Soon!

One of the biggest traps inexperienced sellers fall into is introducing their solution too early. It’s so tempting and so common that we’ll caution you frequently about it. What our research has repeatedly shown is that successful sellers don’t talk about their products, services, or the benefits of their solution until late in the sales call.

Since making an opening benefit statement is an early (very early!) way of introducing your product or service, it is very likely to sabotage your call. Why? Because:

[image: image] It forces the seller to talk about product or service details before building value.

[image: image] It allows the buyer to ask the questions and take control of the discussion.

The Purpose of Opening

The purpose of Opening is to gain the buyer’s agreement for you to ask questions—to move on to the Investigating stage.

A good opening should establish a buyer-centered purpose. What does this mean? It means focusing on the buyer’s concerns, rather than on your product or service. It also means being flexible—considering factors such as who set up the meeting, how well you know the client or customer, and what time constraints exist.

Although you also need to communicate who you are and why you’re there (not by giving details of your product or service), as well as to establish a basis for asking your SPIN® questions, it’s important to stay focused on the buyer’s concerns, rather than your own needs. Being buyer-centered helps establish trust and receptivity, and builds your credibility.

Opening Your Calls Effectively

1. Get down to business quickly. While you need to respect the norms of the organization and culture, a greater danger is wasting the time of a busy executive. As a general rule, spend as little time as necessary on the Opening.

2. Don’t talk about solutions too soon. Using an opening benefits statement is an example of prematurely introducing your solution. It’s crucial to develop the buyer’s needs and build value before you offer a solution or talk about your capabilities. Talking about solutions too soon causes objections and reduces the likelihood of a sale.

3. Concentrate on questions. Don’t worry too much about appearing smooth or polished in the preliminaries of the call. Plan some appropriate questions ahead of the meeting and use the time in the Opening stage to gain the buyer’s consent to move forward to the Investigating stage. If you find that the buyer is asking the questions—that you’re being asked for facts and explanations—you’ll need to vary the way you open calls to establish your role as questioner during this stage.

It will help if you practice doing 30-second openings until you’re confident you’ve covered the key points without sounding “automatic.” The best test of whether you’re being effective in the Opening stage is how readily the buyer becomes receptive to answering your questions.

The SPIN® Questions and the Investigating Stage

Since the Investigating stage has the most impact on the buyer’s decision to purchase your product or service, using the SPIN® questions effectively is, as you’ll see, the core of successful face-to-face selling. The next chapters will show you how to use SPIN® questions during the Investigating stage to uncover, clarify, and develop buyer needs.

Demonstrating Capability

Sooner or later you have to demonstrate that you have a solution that can help solve the buyer’s problems. You can use a variety of methods to demonstrate the value of your solution, but what may work in simple sales won’t work as the size or complexity of the sale increases. One example is that in large sales, introducing your solution later is clearly more effective than doing it sooner. Chapter 10 covers how Need-payoff Questions are used during this stage to help the buyer identify the benefits and, by extension, the value of your solution. Chapter 11 is devoted to Demonstrating Capability.

Obtaining Commitment

When SPIN® Selling was first published, common wisdom held strongly that Obtaining Commitment—closing—was the most important stage of a sale. Chapter 2 of that book describes the struggles we went through to show conclusively that the traditional wisdom about the importance of closing was just plain wrong.

In large or complex sales, what is most important is how sellers handle the Investigating stage.

SPIN® Selling has helped people understand how traditional closing techniques are indeed ineffective or have a negative impact when:

[image: image] The sale is large or complex, or when it involves high-value goods or services.

[image: image] Selling to a sophisticated customer or client—for example, a professional buyer.

[image: image] There is a continuing relationship after the sale.

SPIN® Selling not only points out the dangers of closing; it also points out that you must still obtain some kind of commitment from the buyer, or you won’t have a sale. In a simple sale, either you get a commitment to buy, an Order, or the prospect refuses to buy and you have a No-sale. Either way, it’s relatively easy and quick to tell if you have a successful sale. But larger, complex sales are very different. In larger sales the key is to obtain the right commitment.

Obtaining the RIGHT Commitment

Large sales can involve many individual calls and sometimes take years to complete. In major account sales, fewer than 10 percent of calls actually result in an Order or a No-sale. With neither an outright rejection or a contract in hand, how can you tell if a call is successful? What other call outcomes might define success versus failure in large or complex sales?

The starting point for Obtaining Commitment in these kinds of sales is determining the level of commitment that would make the call a success.

Call Outcomes

In simple sales, there are really just two possible call outcomes: You get either an Order or a No-sale. Large or complex sales are different. It may take months or years to get the Order. So you need to be able to identify other successful and unsuccessful call outcomes along the way.

In large sales, if an individual call results in an action that moves you closer to a sale—what we call an Advance—it is a successful outcome. The key measure is getting buyer agreement on an action that moves you toward the sale. The “action” may be taken by either the buyer or the seller. But a buyer action always makes a clearer and stronger Advance, because it shows the buyer’s commitment to moving the sale forward, e.g., the buyer agrees to attend a demo or arrange a meeting for the seller with other decision makers. A buyer’s request for a proposal would not be a clear Advance unless the buyer also agrees to take some action that moves the sale forward, such as reviewing the selection criteria before you write the proposal or discussing a draft proposal before final submission.

[image: Images]

The outcome of a call that does not reach agreement on action that moves the sale forward—a Continuation—is unsuccessful, no matter how pleasant or complimentary the buyer seems.

[image: Images]

Obtaining Commitment—a Summary

Top sellers close more calls, more effectively, by:

[image: Images] Turning Continuations into Advances.

[image: Images] Understanding what kind of Advance can make the call successful.

[image: Images] Setting realistic closing objectives that move the sale forward.

Planning Advances

Top sellers reach their ultimate goals by consistently planning and conducting calls that move the sale forward in steps. What exactly do they do? They start by brainstorming to identify the widest variety of Advances that would move them toward a sale. Really skilled sellers then select those ingenious small actions that the buyer is likely to agree to. Having determined an array of useful Advances, the seller is ready to set a realistic call objective, but will have alternative actions to propose as needed for the actual visit. This approach increases the likelihood that the visit will result in an Advance.


The Seller provides corporations with mobile telephone system packages that include equipment, repair service, an array of calling plans, voicemail, and other services. The customer contact is a senior project manager in the company’s telecommunications department, and is one member of a six-member selection team (chaired by the department director) that will make the final purchasing decision. The customer has six regional sites in this country. The seller is planning for the second meeting with this contact.

Possible Advances:

[image: image] Meet the department director, using our vice-president sales to set up the meeting.

[image: image] Get the project manager to call two of our satisfied customers.

[image: image] Get a meeting arranged with all the members of the selection team.

[image: image] Set up introduction to the regional sales manager during Atlanta Telecom Fair.

[image: image] Get their list of vendor selection criteria.

[image: image] Get contact to attend a demo at our office.

[image: image] Get contact to propose a pilot field test to other selection team members.

[image: image] Get an introduction to other department heads.



Example

Less successful sellers get more Continuations, where skilled sellers get Advances. How does that happen?

Many less successful salespeople are content with objectives like “collect info about the customer,” “build rapport with the buyer,” or “get buyer to say they like our system.” There’s nothing wrong with objectives like this. It’s always good to find out more and build relationships. But, by themselves, objectives like these don’t have action that moves the sale forward. They’re Continuations. Selling requires more. It needs action—an Advance—to move the sale forward.


Practice Brainstorming Possible Advances

1. Select a customer or client of yours that you are scheduled to visit in the next couple of weeks.

2. Based on the current stage you are in of the sales cycle, and using your existing knowledge of your buyer’s needs, brainstorm potential Advances. Go for quantity and variety. Include as many actions as possible that, if agreed to by the buyer, could move the sale forward.

[image: Images]

3. List the possible Advances you come up with in the following space:

4. Check each Advance to make sure it has a forward action. Otherwise it’s just a Continuation.

5. Choose the Advance that involves the highest realistic action you think you can achieve. Make this the Call Objective for your visit. Highlight some fallback alternatives to offer as needed.

6. After the visit, review the actual call outcome. Did you get the Advance?

CHECK YOURSELF—CALL OUTCOMES

Are you clear about the possible call outcomes? Try to identify each of the following as either an Order/Sale, Advance, Continuation, or No-sale.

Call Outcome

1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

4. [image: Images]

5. [image: Images]

6. [image: Images]

7. [image: Images]

8. [image: Images]

9. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

CALL OUTCOMES—ANSWERS

1. Sale                     If the buyer is prepared to complete the paperwork, there’s not much doubt you’ve won the order.

2. No-sale              The client or customer has given you a clear statement that they are not buying from you.

3. Continuation It’s certainly nice of the buyer to say those things. But because there’s no action involved that might progress the sale, this can only be a Continuation.

4. Continuation Agreement to another meeting by itself, with no action, just continues the sale, rather than moving it toward a decision to buy. If, for example, the person added, “I’ll bring one of the other vice-presidents from the selection committee,” then this would be an Advance.

5. Advance           There is an action, a meeting with the partner, which advances the sale toward a decision to buy.

6. Continuation The door isn’t closed, but it could be a typical brush-off to get rid of the seller without actually saying “no sale.” “Thinking about it” in this case is not an action, and does not progress the sale.

7. Advance           Here the buyer is proposing two actions: one for the seller (to include items in the proposal) and one for the buyer (to present the proposal to associates).

8. Advance           This is not an Order or sale, nor is it a “99 percent definite” kind of promise. Unless there’s an unshakable commitment to sign, you should downgrade this kind of statement to an Advance.

9. Advance           The buyer is proposing three actions. In this case, the seller’s action is to arrange a demo/site visit, and the buyer’s two actions are to attend the demo and bring the production manager.
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Putting SPIN® to Work
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The Good News and the Bad News

More than a million people across the world have been trained to use the SPIN® model to help them sell more effectively. As you’d expect from such a large number, there have been spectacular stories of success, a few tales of woe, and a whole bunch of insights into what it takes to make the SPIN® model work effectively. In this chapter we’ll review some lessons from those who have gone before you in the hope that their experience can make the implementation path easier for you.

If we had a cross section of all these people together in one place and we asked them to sum up their experiences, here’s what they would say.

The Good News

The good news is that the model works. There would be overwhelming agreement that, whether you’re selling in Tulsa or Tokyo, in Athens or in Amsterdam, the SPIN® questions have a tested track record of success. We have studies from over 30 countries to show that, when people use the model, their sales increase as a result. The large business sale, wherever in the world it takes place, has similarities that outweigh cultural differences. There are some cultural twists. For example, in Japan it’s much harder to ask Problem Questions without appearing impolite or obtrusive. However, when asked in an indirect way that is consistent with Japanese culture, Problem Questions are very successful. They are equally useful questions to ask in other cultures where problems can be uncovered more bluntly and directly. So our million participants tell us that SPIN® questions work all over the world, although there are some differences in how to ask the questions effectively.

Another piece of good news is that the model works well across industries. Banks use it and so do bakeries. Consulting firms find that it helps them sell their services; construction companies use it to sell huge projects. In almost every industry you can imagine, the SPIN® model is being successfully used by people to uncover and develop needs. To those of us who developed the model, this is gratifying news but not surprising. After all, the common factor about complex products or services is that they solve problems for buyers. Whether we’re talking about a consulting engagement to reengineer a process, a product to unclog drains, or a telephone repair service, the common link is that each solves a problem for the buyer. So a model that helps uncover, understand, and explore problems is likely to be useful for selling any complex service or product. How about selling simple products, such as low-cost retail items? The SPIN® model has been used by some retail stores to sell higher-priced goods such as furniture and we’ve had reports that it works well. We’ve also seen it used to sell simple services such as low-end banking products like savings accounts. However, to be frank, although the model can work well, it may be overkill. It’s possible to sell simpler, one-call transactional products without the level of sophistication that the SPIN® model involves.

So the good news is that the SPIN® model:

[image: image] Has proved to be a versatile sales tool.

[image: image] Works across cultures.

[image: image] Applies across industries.

[image: image] Is equally applicable to selling services or selling products.

The Bad News

Then what’s the bad news? Our million users would tell you in one voice: It’s a lot harder than it seems. SPIN® isn’t a magic pill that you can take and turn yourself into an instant sales success. It’s hard work. One of the immutable laws of business is that there’s always a link between risk and reward. The more rewarding the outcome, the tougher it is to obtain. If SPIN® questions were simple and automatic, then everyone would be using them already, and there would be no competitive advantage from the model. The reality is that good questioning is a complex skill that takes years of practice to master fully. As a result, many people who started out with enthusiasm have given up along the way. Like any other endeavor that’s harder than it first seems, there’s a high percentage of dropouts, particularly from people who are trying to learn the skills on their own without the help of systematic training or a coach. It’s like that exercise program: You know you should get fit, you know that it will be good for you, but a week into it and you’re experiencing all of the pain and none of the benefits. So you give up. There are many people—altogether too many—who have taken the SPIN® exercise program and have relapsed into the slothful habit of taking up too much air time with their buyers, the laziness of telling rather than asking, the indiscipline of jumping in with solutions before the problem has been understood and explored.

What can we learn from all those who have struggled to master the SPIN® model and to make it work for them? What are the lessons from those who started the fitness program but gave it up? Even more important, what can we learn from those who continued to work on the model and who are now fit, trim, and making more sales as a result?

The #1 Lesson—Planning

One lesson outweighs all others. To sell well, you must plan well. The first secret of success in implementing the SPIN® model is to invest in planning. If we had to design a slogan to put on the obligatory T-shirts that every company gives out at sales conferences, it would say this:

[image: Images]

Planning, in the complex selling world of today, has to be much more than an anxiety attack in the elevator on the way up to the buyer’s office. It has to be more than a few random thoughts to start the conversation going. Planning has to be a systematic and purposeful activity that makes the sales call work. Without good planning there is no good selling. The principal reason why many people find the SPIN® model difficult to execute is that either they haven’t planned at all or they haven’t planned well.

Over and over again, people tell us that the breakthrough that made them more successful in their selling was an understanding of the importance of planning sales calls and how to do it. Chapter 12 focuses on planning. Read it carefully. If you can plan well, you’re already more than half way to selling well. As one person from a small consulting company told us:

At first I made the mistake of thinking that the SPIN® model was only about selling. It was something you didn’t use, or even think about, until you were in there face-to-face with a prospective client. The big insight for me was to see SPIN® as a planning tool. That’s when things really started to go well.

Problem-Solving Orientation

Planning is the crucial first step for putting the SPIN® model into practice. A close second, for most people, is shifting their perspective away from their products and services toward a new perspective based on a problem-solving orientation. What does this mean? One of the early implementations of the SPIN® model was in Xerox Corporation, where we had a nice example of how powerful it can be to think of products in terms of the problems they solve.


Case: A Picture Can Be Worth a Million Dollars

In the early days of fax machines, they were called telecopiers. There weren’t many sold because they were so expensive—in the $25,000–30,000 price bracket. Xerox was a telecopier pioneer and offered the first range of commercially available machines. Sales were flat because it was hard to compete with the much more widely used telex and teletype machines on the market that were available at a fraction of the cost. So it looked as if this technological breakthrough was going nowhere fast. We met with a group of Xerox telecopier salespeople and asked them to talk about what it was that they were selling. They told us a lot about transmission rates, answerback capabilities, remote auto operation, and the like. In other words, they told us about the product.

We trained a group in SPIN® selling methods and we helped put together a new approach to the product, thinking of it in terms of the problems it solved for customers. One of the interesting ideas that came from this approach was that a telecopier solved one problem that a telex machine couldn’t: It was able to send a picture or a diagram, not just text. So we asked which customers were likely to have problems that could be solved only by sending a picture. After some thought, the group came up with a list that included police departments, universities, hospitals, and oil companies.

The oil company case was particularly interesting. One member of the group had read that British Petroleum was exploring the North Sea oil fields, taking seismographic and other readings. Twice a day a helicopter flew out to the drilling platforms to collect the data and bring it back to shore, where the geologists interpreted it. Because the seismographic readings were in the form of complex charts, there was no way that the information could be put into words and sent to shore by telephone or telex. “Just think,” said the telecopier team member, “if they had telecopiers on the rigs, then they wouldn’t need the helicopter runs. They could send the charts ashore quicker and at a fraction of the cost.” Within a week of the idea, several sales were made to BP and other oil companies. These sales were worth hundreds of thousands of dollars, and they saved the oil companies many times that amount.

[image: Images]

The breakthrough was a simple one: thinking of a product in terms of the problems it solved.



Try It Out

Thinking about your products in problem-solving terms is an important step towards successfully using the SPIN® model. It’s not always as easy as it sounds. Try it.

1. Take a product or service that you offer.

2. Choose one specific type of buyer who might purchase the product or service. Preferably, choose a buyer type to whom you would like to make more sales than you are making right now.

3. List the Features, or characteristics, of the product/service. Pay particular attention to Features that competitively differentiate you or your product superiority.

4. For each Feature, list specific problems that it could solve for the specific buyer type that you have chosen.

Example

[image: Images]

Your Turn

Now try it with a product or service of your own.

[image: Images]

Product or Service: ______________________     Buyer Type: _____________________________

Now check the list of problems that you can solve for your chosen buyer:

[image: image] Did you describe specific problems that you can solve? [like “low noise makes it easier for technicians to dictate instrument readings and notes” rather than “quiet pump solves noise problems.”]

[image: image] Did you describe problems from the buyer’s point of view? [like “Labs find it hard to measure the exact amount of additive in formulations” rather than “Exact chamber capacity allows increased precision.”]

[image: image] Did you describe at least one problem where your product or service can offer a superior solution that differentiates you from competitors?

Thinking about your offering in terms of the problems you can solve gives a useful perspective for planning and asking SPIN® questions.

Having the Right Mind Set

Having the right mind set is crucially important for improving your questioning skills. Asking good questions doesn’t come easily for most people, especially when questioning often goes against the strong “telling” habits that come from a product-centered orientation. Many people have told us how unexpectedly difficult they found it to improve their questioning. Here’s a typical case study that illustrates how hard it is to change existing habits that have been built up over years. This case comes from a letter sent to us by a reader in Baltimore:


I have been selling systems for more than 10 years. When I read SPIN® Selling I immediately recognized that it was a better way to sell. Without meaning to put down all the research you did, it just seemed so obvious. But it’s turned out to be much harder to put into practice than I thought. Two minutes into a meeting and all the questions would go out the window. Instead I’d go back into talking about our products and services. I realized that I was hooked on my old way of selling. It was like a drug. I just couldn’t seem to stop myself from talking. I guess the old saying is true that old habits die hard. I’m trying to change but I need help. How do I stop the old habits from getting in the way?



That’s a good question. Old habits are powerful. For most of us, the temptation to tell rather to ask is hard to resist. After all, telling has many advantages. For example:

[image: image] Telling is quicker. It gives the illusion that the discussion is moving faster and therefore is making progress.

[image: image] Telling is easier. It requires very little planning and even less thought.

[image: image] Telling is safer. The teller is in the driving seat and has control of the discussion. In contrast, questions put the buyer in the driving seat, which feels a lot riskier.

No wonder most people find it more comfortable to sell by telling rather than by asking. The trouble is that telling is easy but ineffective. Even worse, as the writer from Baltimore put it, it’s like a drug. It’s hard to kick the telling habit. Many people have tried and have failed. How can you prevent old selling patterns, especially those based on telling, from getting in the way of more effective selling skills?

One useful step in kicking the telling habit is to develop a mind set that encourages questioning. Start by thinking about this T-shirt slogan:

[image: Images]

Why is this such a profound thought that it deserves a place of honor in the Zen T-shirt Hall of Fame?

A Simple Experiment

Here’s a simple experiment that you can try for yourself.

1. Choose someone you know who will be willing to act as your “victim” for this little test.

2. Choose a topic that your victim knows a lot more about than you do, such as a hobby or some area of professional expertise.


3. Take a tape recorder and record a sample of about 10 minutes of conversation between the two of you, where your objective is to understand your victim’s topic.

4. Next, choose another topic where your objective is to persuade your victim of something, such as taking up a hobby that interests you or doing something unusual or new. Record about 10 minutes of this conversation too.

5. Finally, replay and analyze each conversation, using the analysis forms provided. Put a check mark every 15 seconds, depending on who is speaking and whether they are telling or asking questions. Your results will look something like this:

Example

[image: Images]

1. Analyze the tape you made when your objective was to understand.

[image: Images]

From your analysis, answer these questions:

[image: image] Who talked more, you or your “victim”?

[image: image] Did you tell more or ask more while your objective was to understand?

2. Analyze the tape you made when your objective was to persuade.

[image: Images]

From your analysis, answer these questions:

[image: image] Who talked more, you or your “victim”?

[image: image] Did you tell more or ask more while your objective was to persuade?

[image: image] How does this compare with the tape you made when your objective was to understand?

This little experiment generally reveals dramatic results. Even if you think you know the punch line, it’s still worth trying for yourself. Most people are amazed to find:

[image: image] How much more of the talking they do when they are trying to persuade, compared with when they are trying to understand.

[image: image] How they do more telling than they had imagined in their worst nightmares when they are persuading.

[image: image] How they ask more and they tell less when they are trying to understand.

This test demonstrates very effectively how important your mind set can be in altering questioning behavior. If you set out with the objective of understanding your customers rather than persuading them, then you’ll find that you’ll automatically ask a lot more questions. But, you might wonder, what use is that? Isn’t the objective of selling to persuade? If I set out to understand instead of persuade, how will that help me to sell? The answer is one of those great paradoxes that makes psychology so much more interesting than logic. The best way to persuade is not to persuade. Most of the great salespeople we’ve studied during the last 20 years—and we’ve had a unique opportunity to study some of the world’s best—are much more concerned with understanding than with persuading. They are deeply and insatiably curious about their customers and clients. They have a genuine interest in how their customers see the world. They want to hear about concerns and problems, and they want to understand implications. Persuasion hardly enters into it. As one very successful head of a major consulting company told us:

You never persuade clients of anything. Clients persuade themselves. Your function is to understand the issues that matter to your clients. You have to feel their problems just the way they feel them. You have to sit on their side of the table and look at issues from their point of view.

It would be hard to find a better description of the SPIN® model in action.
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Focusing on Buyer Needs
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Overview

A need is any statement a buyer makes that expresses a concern or want that can be satisfied by the seller. Two kinds of need are key:

[image: Images]

[image: image] Implied Need—a statement of a buyer’s problem, dissatisfaction, or difficulty with the current situation.

[image: image] Explicit Need—a clear statement of a buyer’s want, desire, or intention to act.

Customers or clients won’t buy unless they have needs or wants that your product or service can satisfy. Huthwaite’s research showed that in large sales the two kinds of needs related very differently to sales success:

[image: Images]

[image: image] Successful sellers uncovered almost exactly the same number of Implied Needs as unsuccessful sellers.

[image: image] But successful sellers uncovered over twice as many Explicit Needs as unsuccessful sellers.

So, in large sales, effectively developing Explicit Needs is the key to success. But first you have to uncover and understand a buyer’s Implied Needs—problems and dissatisfactions—to have the raw material for building the sale.

[image: Images]

If the buyer’s statement focuses on a problem, dissatisfaction, or difficulty, it’s an Implied Need, e.g.:

I’m unhappy about service delays.

Breakdowns are a problem when …

I’m worried about interest rates rising for …

If the buyer expresses a clear want or desire for a solution you can provide, it’s an Explicit Need, e.g.:

I want faster response time …

I really need 99 percent reliability …

Ideally, interest would be fixed at …

CHECK YOURSELF—FOCUSING ON BUYER NEEDS

Can you identify which of the following statements are Implied Needs and which are Explicit Needs?

Implied or Explicit?

1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

4. [image: Images]

5. [image: Images]

6. [image: Images]

7. [image: Images]

8. [image: Images]

9. [image: Images]

10. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

FOCUSING ON BUYER NEEDS—ANSWERS

1. Implied Need “… spending too much” indicates the buyer’s dissatisfaction.

2. Explicit Need “I’d like …” indicates a desire.

3. Explicit Need “I’m looking for …” expresses a want or desire.

4. Implied Need “I’m worried …” indicates a problem or difficulty.

5. Implied Need The buyer is describing dissatisfaction with the existing situation.

6. Explicit Need A clear statement of what the buyer wants.

7. Explicit Need The word “Ideally” indicates a desire for a specific solution.

8. Implied Need “… complaining” and “stopped coming” reflects dissatisfaction.

9. Explicit Need “We really need …” states clearly what the buyer wants.

10. Implied Need A harder example: “… aren’t as flexible as I’d like” describes an undesirable condition.



When in doubt, treat a need as an Implied Need rather than as an Explicit Need.

How Needs Develop

When potential buyers are sincerely and completely satisfied with the way things are already, they will feel no need to change. What’s the first inkling of a need in any of us? We no longer can honestly say we feel 100 percent satisfied with the way things are. And gradually, as our dissatisfaction grows, so does our need for a solution.

What does it mean to be “perfectly satisfied”? That’s another way to say that you see no need whatsoever for change. After all, how could a change be better than something that’s already perfect? A genuinely satisfied person is entirely happy with the way things are. Such a person feels no need for change and won’t buy your products or services. Without needs, there are no sales.

How do needs begin? What is it that turns a perfect situation into one where a sale becomes possible? The first step toward change is that the perfect situation becomes not quite so perfect. The first few days of your brand new car may be perfection, but after a while you notice annoying little dissatisfactions. There’s a small rattle somewhere under the hood, a tiny scratch on the gleaming paintwork. These are minor irritations—not enough to justify buying a new car—but the process has started. Dissatisfaction, the underlying fuel that powers the development of needs, has crept into the perfect world of your new car. As time goes on your car ages. More things begin to go wrong, it starts to look old and your dissatisfaction grows. In SPIN® terms, you have Implied Needs.

[image: Images]

However, as we’ve seen, although Implied Needs may fuel change, they are not enough to make major sales. After all, a majority of people may be somewhat dissatisfied with their cars, but it’s a dissatisfaction that most of them can live with. It’s only when their dissatisfaction becomes really severe that it translates into an intention to act. That’s when they start to visit showrooms, read consumer reports, and take test drives. Their dissatisfaction has turned into an intention to change. Their Implied Needs, in other words, have become Explicit Needs.

So problems or needs must be developed before a potential customer will buy. That is, a problem must be identified, have urgency, and be translated into an Explicit Need—a clear, strong want or desire for a solution—that you can meet with your product or service.

[image: image] In simple sales it takes little skill to develop problems into Explicit Needs.

[image: image] In larger, more complex sales it takes considerable skill—and time—to uncover and develop buyer problems (or Implied Needs) into Explicit Needs.

Developing Buyer Needs

Asking the SPIN® questions (covered in detail in Chapters 7–10) is actually a process of shared exploration and understanding focused on the buyer’s problems, needs, and wants.

Successful sellers have excellent questioning skills that they use to uncover and develop needs. These skills are the essence of the Investigating Stage discussed in Chapter 4.

The biggest mistake that less successful sellers make in developing needs is to respond to an Implied Need by prematurely introducing their solution. In contrast, successful sellers continue to ask questions. They keep uncovering and developing a buyer’s Implied Needs until Explicit Needs emerge.

In fact, in a large or complex sale, jumping too quickly to a solution before needs are fully developed may lose you the sale altogether. Why should that be?

The Value Equation

When someone faces a decision to buy, they have to balance two opposing factors—the seriousness of the problem vs. the cost of the solution.

In a small sale, cost is low enough that even superficial needs can tip the balance. In a larger or more complex sale, the seriousness of the problem has to clearly outweigh the high cost of the solution in order for the customer to buy.

For example, when pocket calculators were first introduced, they created instant dissatisfaction—an Implied Need—with the bulkiness and inconvenience of large desk calculators. But just as important, the cost of the new calculators was less than one-fifth the cost of the original desk models. So the pocket calculators offered a lot of capabilities for very little money. In other words, they offered very good value. The cost was so low that the Implied Needs were sufficient to tip the balance in favor of purchase. Calculators were a typical small sale, where dissatisfaction (Implied Needs, in other words) was enough to create sales.

[image: Images]

The Value Equation and the Larger Sale

The value equation helps you see the larger sale from the buyer’s perspective. If the buyer perceives the problem as small and the cost as high, you won’t make the sale. But when the buyer sees the problem as being bigger than the cost of solving it, the person is likely to buy.

When personal computers first came out, a simple desktop model enabled a professional user to perform an array of financial and other technical analysis, develop and revise proposals and other documents, and perform a host of other functions geared to different industries. Those early PCs offered individuals “mainframe” computer capabilities at a fraction of the old mainframe cost, but the overall cost of changing was still high compared with the cost of the calculator in our earlier example.

Why did so many companies wait until the middle 1980s before changing their typing pools into word-processing pools, and then wait even longer to buy PCs and network them for professionals to use?

[image: Images]

They waited until their dissatisfaction—their perception of the seriousness of their business problems—grew large enough to tip the scale toward a decision to buy. When recessions forced companies to answer questions about how they operated, they came to realize that lost quality, long cycle times, few skilled personnel, and increased competition were causing them to lose customers. They needed to find a way to improve quality, gain flexibility, and use their resources much more efficiently and effectively.

Once their problems were seen as serious enough, buyers looked at purchasing PCs quite differently. What had once seemed like a luxury became a necessary and desirable solution, a way to resolve major business problems. Companies finally bought PCs because they perceived their problems as a matter of survival. They began to feel Explicit Needs for change.

Making the Value Equation Work for Your Kind of Sale

Whether you sell computers, flat bed trucks, or architectural design services, first ask yourself “What solution do I offer that is superior to the competition?” The answer becomes an Explicit Need that you want your buyer to express. To achieve this, you must focus your SPIN® questions so that they uncover one or more Implied Needs that you can develop into that Explicit Need you can meet.

Work backwards to the problem!

[image: Images]

Often the Explicit Need for your solution results from several Implied Needs that you develop.

Example

[image: Images]

Practice: Working Backwards to Problems

Now it’s your turn.

1. Start with the solution you offer that is superior to your competition, that you want your buyer to express as an Explicit Need.

2. List the specific buyer problems that your solution can resolve. Then you can use the SPIN® questions to develop the Explicit Need from these Implied Needs.

[image: Images]

Beyond the Basics—Buyer Needs

This chapter has covered the basics of buyer needs. In real life, developing needs can be a more sophisticated process, especially in large sales. This section and others like it in Chapters 7–11 offer guidelines for handling more complex selling situations.

Strategies for Developing Needs Across Several Functions

In complex sales, the solution may cut across functional areas or traditional lines of responsibility. All the individuals in the affected functions must recognize that they have Explicit Needs before they will buy into your solution. But since each department has different responsibilities and performs different functions, it’s unlikely that any two departments will have exactly the same needs. You can use two strategies to develop needs in a large account like this:

[image: image] You can use your probing and needs development skills to build each Implied Need so that it becomes Explicit. Even in relatively simple sales, the ability to develop needs in this way is likely to be an important factor in your success.

[image: image] You can increase the strength of a need in an account by bringing together smaller needs from several different people or departments. In a large account, successful sellers look at an entire business process or cycle that cuts across functions, then they uncover needs in each department and help buyers understand how the different needs are connected.

A problem may exist in one department that an individual buyer would like to solve, but by itself isn’t large enough to justify purchase. So the skilled seller will look for ways to link individual problems into a single overriding one that affects the organization as a whole.

Once you’ve developed the size and significance of the need beyond a single department’s boundaries, showing how your solution can help multiple departments or functions makes the need larger and the cost more acceptable.

And, important as this linking is, the success of this strategy still rests on your ability to develop the needs of each individual you sell to. Before you can link needs, you have to uncover and develop them at the individual level.

Sales May Start with an Explicit Need

In this chapter we’ve treated the development of needs as if every need you meet when you sell starts off as a minor dissatisfaction and gradually grows into an Explicit Need for change. However, in the real business world, many sales start out with an Explicit Need.

A buyer may tell you at your first meeting, for example, “What I need is speed” and you’re slower than the competition. In a case like this, the sale has started with an Explicit Need you can’t meet. Successful sellers handle this by taking the buyer back to the Implied Need and developing it in another way, such as:

SELLER      When you say speed, is that because you have a problem with turnaround time? Couldn’t that turnaround time result from the longer reset time that your current equipment requires?

BUYER      Well … I hadn’t thought of that.

SELLER:     So if you had a machine like ours with very short reset times, wouldn’t that solve the speed problem?

BUYER:     Yes, it certainly would.

In the next four chapters, you’ll learn how to use SPIN® questions to uncover problems like these and develop them into Explicit Needs that your products or services can solve.
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Situation Questions

[image: Images]




Overview

A Situation Question asks for

[image: image] Background

[image: image] Facts

about the buyer’s existing situation.

[image: Images]

[image: Images]

They help establish a context for uncovering buyer problems.

Since the purpose of questions in larger sales is to uncover Implied Needs and develop them into Explicit Needs, effective sellers ask Situation Questions selectively. They provide:

[image: image] Neutral factual information that helps you understand the customer’s situation.

[image: image] A starting place for deciding which potential problems and dissatisfactions to explore.


Huthwaite’s research shows that inexperienced sellers often ask too many Situation Questions or ask them inappropriately. While Situation Questions are an important step in successful selling, asking too many risks losing credibility with the buyer.

The best way to use Situation Questions is to:

[image: image] Do your homework before meeting the buyer, so that you’re not asking about basic facts and background information that is available elsewhere.

[image: image] Focus your Situation Questions to get key information in those areas most likely to uncover buyer problems you can develop into Explicit Needs.

[image: Images]

CHECK YOURSELF—SITUATION QUESTIONS

Before we go into more detail on using Situation Questions effectively, let’s be sure you’re clear about what makes them different from other types of questions. Decide which of the following examples are Situation Questions.

(Yes or No) Situation Question?

1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

4. [image: Images]

5. [image: Images]

6. [image: Images]

7. [image: Images]

8. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

SITUATION QUESTIONS—ANSWERS

1. Yes    Asking for background information.

2. Yes    Seeking to understand how the business operates.

3. No     The seller is probing for background problems. So this is a Problem Question, which we’ll cover in depth in Chapter 8.

4. No     Another Problem Question, asked more indirectly.

5. Yes    The seller is checking understanding of the buyer’s present market situation. Note: This would be a Problem Question if it were asked as “Are you concerned about heavy competition from small subcontractors?”

6. Yes    The seller is asking for a fact. No problem has yet been uncovered.

7. No     This question probes for concerns the buyer may have (“… are you worried?”) regarding the increased workload. So this is a Problem Question, but it’s a tricky one: If the customer had already stated that the increased workload was a problem, then this would be an Implication Question, asking about the effect of that workload problem on maintenance costs.

8. Yes    The seller is asking for a neutral fact. If the answer is that the number fell short of the original projection, then the seller could follow up with a Problem Question to determine if the buyer is dissatisfied with the shortfall.

Using Situation Questions Effectively

After you’ve done your homework to get basic information about your potential buyer’s business, it’s important to plan the Situation Questions you’ll ask during a face-to-face meeting.

[image: Images]

Don’t be a prosecutor—be a problem solver

The two main considerations for asking Situation Questions are:

1. Selecting the Situation Questions so that you limit the number you’ll ask and still obtain the information you need.

2. Phrasing your Situation Questions so that they help the buyer see you as a problem solver rather than as a prosecutor.

Let’s look at each of these considerations in turn.

Selecting Appropriate Situation Questions

Focusing your Situation Questions prevents you from overloading buyers with questions that might benefit you but bore them—and might even cause you to lose the sale at the very beginning of the Investigating stage.

The best way to avoid asking unnecessary Situation Questions is to:

[image: Images] Be sure each question you ask has a clear purpose.

[image: Images] Ask questions that are related to problems you believe a potential buyer may have that your product or service can resolve.

Later on in this chapter, we’ll also review when to ask—and not ask—Situation Questions.

Planning Situation Questions

Is there a practical method for preparing appropriate Situation Questions? Yes.

Remember the precall planning you did in earlier chapters to anticipate Implied and Explicit Needs? You can use a similar approach to prepare selected Situation Questions ahead of your customer or client meeting.

Here’s how:

1. List some potential problems your product or service could resolve.

2. Determine what factual information you will need before you can effectively investigate those problems.


There can be several different answers in a case like our example on the next page. But what you’ll usually find is that:

[image: Images] The right Situation Question can lead smoothly and naturally into discussion of the potential problem.

[image: Images] You’ll need to ask several Situation Questions before you have enough background to investigate a problem area.

Example


[image: Images]

1. Potential Buyer Problem (that you could solve):

                Insufficient storage capacity

2. Situation Information Needed Before Investigating Problem:

[image: Images]



Now, try this approach using your own product or service.


[image: Images]

1. Potential Buyer Problem (that you could solve):

2. Situation Information Needed Before Investigating Problem:

[image: Images]



Phrasing Your Situation Questions

In certain cases you may get extensive background information before you’re positioned to move into problem identification. Since customer interest is generally low during this initial phase, it’s important to phrase your questions in a way that will be as acceptable as possible to your customer or client.

Most prospective buyers become irritated if the seller throws a series of blunt and largely unrelated questions at them, such as these questions that a specialty security consultant might ask:

What kind of billabongs do you produce here?

What kind of chips do they use?

How do you store your chips?

How old is the local facility?

Who’s in charge of security for the plant?

How many people work on the night shift?

Such a list of blunt “who, what, how, when, and where” questions can be perceived as a demand for information rather than an attempt to understand the key areas of your buyer’s business situation. How can you avoid creating this negative perception?

Linking Your Questions

By linking your questions, you can make them flow more smoothly and relate more naturally to your buyer’s business concerns:

1. Linking your questions to buyer statements can weld a series of questions into a coherent pattern.

2. Linking your questions to personal observation can add variety to your questioning and impress the buyer with your alertness.

3. Links to third-party situations can boost your credibility, if you can demonstrate understanding and experience with the buyer’s business.

Let’s look at some examples in the following conversation …

Example

SELLER      What kind of billabongs do you produce at this plant?

BUYER      We turn out a number of lines, but our principal products are megabillabongs.

SELLER      Megabillabongs? What kind of wheezos do they use? (Links to the buyer’s statement.)

BUYER      We use two kinds of wheezos: general-purpose Cirrus wheezos and Terra wheezos for special 3-D functions.

SELLER      I understand that many billabong manufacturers typically keep a three-month supply of Terra wheezos in their component inventory to cover import-related contingencies. Is that about right for your company? (Links to a third-party situation.)

BUYER      Yes. In fact, demand for our megabillabongs has increased so much in the last two quarters that we’re actually stocking about 20 percent over that.

SELLER      During the plant tour, I noticed that there was a large locked “clean room” behind the assembly area. Is that where you store your wheezos? (Links to the buyer’s statement and personal observation.)

BUYER      Yes. That’s where we kept all our environmentally sensitive components until we had to rig some extra storage in Building 2 last month for overflow.

SELLER      Building 2 looks older than Building 1. When were they each built? (Links to the buyer’s statement and personal observation.)

BUYER      Building 2 was the original plant, built in the 1920s. We built Building 1 in the early sixties to better maintain our newer precision equipment.

SELLER      That’s interesting. With current Terra wheezos prices ranging lately between $60 and $75 each and your increased component stock levels, it sounds like your inventory exposure might be much higher than usual. Is that the case? (Links to the buyer’s statement and third-party information.)

BUYER      Yes. That’s now a worry to Finance as well as to our security manager. (Buyer has stated an Implied Need that you can develop.)

When to Ask Situation Questions

The most common problem with Situation Questions is not that sellers don’t ask them but that they ask them indiscriminately. Focused Situation Questions, thoughtfully phrased and linked to flow naturally, are clearly useful. Knowing when to ask Situation Questions, by identifying high-risk and low-risk areas, is another key to using them effectively:

[image: image]

Low-Risk Situation Questions

In the following areas, using Situation Questions has low risk and high payoff:

[image: image] New customers or clients—With new buyers it’s necessary to ask a number of Situation Questions, since you don’t know much about the operation. Buyers expect to be questioned this way; unless you do so, they will put little faith in your solution. But don’t get trapped into staying with easy, safe Situation Questions: It’s crucial to move on to what really interests your customers or clients—their problems and how you can solve them.

[image: image] Early in the selling cycle—Well chosen Situation Questions early in the sale can ease the move into Problem Questions without the seller being perceived as blunt or intrusive. Asking a few focused, neutral, and more indirect Situation Questions about the current operation can set the stage for effectively asking Problem Questions.

[image: image] When situations change—For current or long-term customers or clients, it’s important to stay aware of what’s going on in both the internal and external operating environment. By staying informed and in touch, you may uncover opportunities for new business or prevent potential loss of business by taking quick action—for example, when there’s an organizational restructuring or a change in the buyer’s market.

High-Risk Situation Questions

Because Situation Questions are easy to ask, sellers too often fall back on them when they’re inappropriate—as in the following four high-risk areas. Don’t do it! You’ll lose credibility and could lose the sale.

[image: image] Late in the selling cycle—Either you haven’t gathered enough background information (perhaps from not listening closely to the buyer or because of inappropriate earlier questioning), or when you have carried out your sales plan but the buyer has not given you an order or signed a contract and you can’t think of anything to say.

[image: image] Irrelevant business areas—Here the risk is gathering information you cannot use or, worse, uncovering problems you can’t solve, since the aim of asking Situation Questions is to lead into areas of dissatisfaction that you can resolve. Meetings with potential buyers are much better spent identifying and developing those needs you can fulfill.

[image: image] Excessive use—Some less effective sellers simply ask too many Situation Questions, regardless of whether they can solve the problems that emerge. Excessive use can also test a buyer’s patience or create hostility, if you’re perceived as that interrogating prosecutor. It’s vital to move into the problem areas as soon as you have sufficient background information.

[image: image] Sensitive or potentially sensitive areas—Examples are asking about the level of sign-off authority your contact has, or questioning an area where there is conflict between your contact’s department and another department. Sensitive information is better gathered indirectly and later in the sale when trust has been established.

Beyond the Basics—Situation Questions

You Don’t Have to Use the SPIN® Questions in a Rigid Sequence

Successful sellers focus on identifying, understanding, and developing the buyer’s problems. So rather than ask lots of Situation Questions early in a sales call, they’ll ask them when it makes sense to clarify and explore problems as they actually emerge. For example:

You said that employee turnover is a major problem for you. To help me understand this better, could you fill me in on a few facts? For example, how do your compensation rates compare with your competitors’? How often have you revised your benefits package?

Buyers are much more willing to answer Situation Questions if they believe they’re being asked as a means of understanding issues that are important to them.

Asking Smart Questions Is Better Than Show and Tell

Some Situation Questions are smarter than others. For example:

How are you responding to the recent change in antitrust legislation? [sounds smarter than] How long have you been in business?

Too many people try to show their business knowledge through telling, when it’s much more credible to ask. So, instead of giving a little speech on how much you know about systems integration, you could gain more credibility by asking smart Situation Questions at appropriate points in the investigating stage, for example:

How do you integrate satellite configurations into your main platform?

Gaining Time to Think

Situation Questions are easy to ask, even though they’re not very powerful. Sometimes they can provide you with time, while you’re considering how to introduce more powerful Problem and Implication Questions.

Experienced sellers usually have a number of Situation Questions they can ask in order to give themselves some breathing room or thinking time to plan Problem Questions or Implication Questions related to issues that are emerging.

SUMMARY CHECK—SITUATION QUESTIONS

1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

4. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

SUMMARY CHECK—ANSWERS

1. The purpose of Situation Questions is to establish a context for uncovering buyer problems.

2. (a) and (c) are Situation Questions. (b) is a Problem Question.

3. (a) and (d) are high-risk areas for asking Situation Questions.

4. (b) and (c) will make your use of Situation Questions more effective.
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Problem Questions

[image: Images]




Overview

A Problem Question asks about people’s

[image: Images]


[image: image] Problems

[image: image] Difficulties, or

[image: image] Dissatisfactions

with an existing situation.

They help you sell because:

[image: Images]

[image: image] People buy only if they have needs.

[image: image] Needs almost always start with a problem or dissatisfaction with the current situation.

[image: image] The clearer and more explicit the need, the more likely the buyer is to buy.

To sell effectively, you first have to uncover problems, difficulties, or dissatisfactions—some Implied Needs. That’s how Problem Questions help you. Their purpose is to:

[image: image] Reveal the buyer’s Implied Needs.

[image: image] Clarify the buyer’s difficulties and dissatisfactions.

[image: image] Gain shared understanding of the buyer’s problems.

Huthwaite’s research shows that Problem Questions are asked more by experienced people and used more in successful calls. And while Problem Questions are linked more strongly to smaller sales, they’re still an essential part of effective probing as the sale grows larger.

[image: Images]

[image: image] You have to uncover problems you can solve, so that you have something useful to offer the customer.

[image: image] Problem Questions provide the raw material you need to be able to build the rest of the sale.

CHECK YOURSELF—PROBLEM QUESTIONS

Before you learn more about using Problem Questions effectively, let’s be sure you’re clear about the difference between Problem Questions and Situation Questions.

Situation or Problem Question?

1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

4. [image: Images]

5. [image: Images]

6. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

PROBLEM QUESTIONS—ANSWERS


1. Situation Question   Asking for a fact about the company.

2. Problem Question   Asking about a potential difficulty, which might reveal an Implied Need regarding recruiting skilled people.

3. Problem Question   Asking about another potential problem, which might reveal another Implied Need regarding turnover.

4. Problem Question   Asking about another possible buyer difficulty.

5. Situation Question   Just getting details about the buyer’s current situation.

6. Problem Question   A more indirect way of asking the buyer to reveal an area of potential dissatisfaction.



If you had any difficulty with any of these questions, remember our definition of a Problem Question:

A Problem Question asks about the problems, difficulties, or dissatisfactions that buyers have with their existing situations.

Later in this chapter, you’ll have an opportunity to practice writing Problem Questions of your own. You’ll also have other chances to check your understanding of how to use Problem Questions effectively.

Using Problem Questions Effectively

After you’ve identified a buyer problem or dissatisfaction by using a Problem Question, it’s important to continue revealing and clarifying until you and your buyer share a thorough understanding of the problem or Implied Need.

Follow-up questions that are used to clarify and understand the buyer’s Implied Need are also called Problem Questions.

Since you want to engage your buyer in a natural way, it’s also important to vary the form of Problem Questions, just as for all the SPIN® questions.

Some useful ways to ask follow-up Problem Questions are Where? When? Who? How often? What happens if/when? You can also ask about dissatisfaction or difficulties by asking indirectly, or by using linking phrases, as these examples show:

[image: image] How long does it take for your current service provider to respond when you have a breakdown?

[image: image] How often does your machine break down?

[image: image] Where is the breakdown more likely to occur in the process?

[image: image] Who usually has to deal with the problem?

[image: image] How satisfied are you with the response time of your current service provider? (Invites the buyer to express any dissatisfaction with the current response time.)

[image: image] Are there specific parts of the system you think could be improved? (Invites the buyer to focus on specific problem areas that might be of concern.)

[image: image] You’ve said that you’re basically satisfied with the current response time to fix breakdowns. Since your business has been growing in the past year, are you worried about what will happen now that the workload is increasing? (Links to a related issue raised by the buyer.)

Could Problem Questions Turn off the Buyer?

Inexperienced people usually find it easier to ask more Situation Questions than Problem Questions, because they’re concerned that they’ll seem intrusive or negative and might antagonize buyers by asking about dissatisfaction.

But what Huthwaite’s research found was that asking too many Situation Questions was more likely to irritate buyers. Why do you think they might react this way?

Why might buyers actually prefer you to ask more Problem Questions?

What Buyers Actually Say

Here are two typical buyer comments about calls that have too many Situation Questions and too few Problem Questions:

… boring, and she wasted my time. Maybe the salesperson got something she needed out of the call, but I sure didn’t.

The salesperson spent too much time asking for facts he could have found in our annual report. I agreed to the meeting because I thought he might be able to help with our staff turnover concerns, but he never followed up below the surface with any of the problems he brought up.

In fact, buyers say that asking Problem Questions actually increased their respect for the person asking the questions, because they focus on understanding the buyer’s needs.

So, When Asking Problem Questions …

[image: Images] Do your homework first. Ask only a few, well focused Situation Questions that will set the context for asking the Problem Questions you need to ask.

[image: Images] Do use variety. Ask Problem Questions directly, indirectly, and through linking phrases.

[image: Images] Do follow up. Ask clarifying Problem Questions when your buyer begins to reveal problems, dissatisfactions, or difficulties.

When to ask problem questions and when to avoid them

[image: Images]

Knowing WHEN to ask problem questions is important because there are times when these questions may antagonize your buyer.

When to Ask or Not Ask Problem Questions

When to ask or not ask Problem Questions depends on the level of risk involved. In some cases, you will have to ask Problem Questions very carefully or even avoid them until you have established a degree of trust with the customer or client.

There are three high-risk areas where you need to be wary of probing:

[image: image] Sensitive areas—where the buyer has a high personal or emotional involvement, such as organizational politics, interdepartmental conflict, and public controversies.

[image: image] Recent major decisions—where probing may be seen as presumptuous or critical, and where your questions might build resistance to using your product or service, even if the buyer’s decision was clearly a bad one.

[image: image] Your own product or service—where the buyer already uses your product or service and asking Problem Questions might create dissatisfaction. (Even if you can offer a superior alternative, be extremely careful to ask Problem Questions only in an area where you can provide additional capability that the competition cannot offer.)

There are also three low-risk areas where Problem Questions should be used freely to uncover and clarify Implied Needs:

[image: image] Early in the selling cycle—after you’ve established enough background to set a context and developed enough trust to discuss the buyer’s problems.

[image: image] In significant areas—which might be important to the buyer. The problem has to be important enough so that you can develop the Implied Need into an Explicit Need—a strong desire for a solution.

[image: image] Where you can offer a solution—since the purpose of asking Problem Questions is to reveal difficulties and dissatisfactions your product or service can resolve.

CHECK YOURSELF—PROBLEM QUESTIONS AND RISK

Now you have a chance to decide when to ask or not ask Problem Questions. Check off which of the following situations would be high-risk and which would be low-risk for you to ask Problem Questions?

[image: Images]

1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

4. [image: Images]

5. [image: Images]

6. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

PROBLEM QUESTIONS AND RISK—ANSWERS

1. High-risk     The decision is too recent. The buyer is likely to defend the competitor even if real problems exist at this early stage. Asking Problem Questions could create antagonism. After all, nobody likes to admit that they have just made a terrible decision.

2. High-risk     The value of asking Problem Questions is in helping to develop clear and explicit needs. Once you’ve developed these needs, Problem Questions could raise doubts in the buyer’s mind or reopen inappropriate issues. So avoid Problem Questions late in the sale.

3. Low-risk      Asking Problem Questions uncovers areas of dissatisfaction that you can develop into explicit needs. Of course, a buyer who is really happy with a competitor has no problems for you to develop. If so, the sooner you can find that out, the less time you will both waste.

4. Low-risk      This is the ideal time to ask Problem Questions, right after you’ve established details of the buyer’s situation. Having Problem Questions flow naturally from your Situation Questions is best, of course, and that occurs both smoothly and automatically with experienced, successful sellers. Meanwhile, Problem Questions give you the best potential for uncovering Implied Needs.

5. High-risk     If you ask Problem Questions, you may create dissatisfaction with your own product. Only ask Problem Questions if you’re offering something different to the buyer.

6. Low-risk      This is the very best area for Problem Questions. The more you can build up the seriousness and size of the problems, the more anxious the buyer will be to buy your solution.

Assessing High Risks in Your Own Cases

Can you think of an existing or potential buyer situation you face that has high risks for asking Problem Questions? Describe it briefly in the first space. Then ask yourself the related questions, and record your answers as you think through each question.


High-Risk Buyer Situation:




1. What is the high-risk area? Why is it high-risk for asking Problem Questions?




2. Is your relationship with this buyer strong and trusting enough to allow you to ask Problem Questions in the high-risk area?

[image: Images]

        (If yes, skip to the next page.)




3. In what other, low-risk areas could you ask Problem Questions?



Putting Problem Questions to Work

Successful use of Problem Questions invites the buyer to state Implied Needs. Remember, Implied Needs provide the raw material for Implication Questions (covered in the next chapter), which are used in large sales to develop the urgency of the buyer’s problem and a strong desire for a solution—which your product or service can potentially provide.

Planning your buyer interactions ahead of time is the best way to put all the SPIN® behaviors to work, both to build your skills and achieve successful results. Now it’s your turn to practice planning Problem Questions for a prospective buyer of your own.

What Problems Do Your Products or Services Solve?

A good way to start planning Problem Questions is by thinking about the problems your products or services solve for a buyer. Try this exercise first; then move on to the next exercise on the following page.

[image: Images]

Now you’re ready to begin putting Problem Questions to work with a buyer of your own, zeroing in on the problems you can best solve with your products or services.

Practice Problem Questions with One of Your Own Buyers

1. Use the planning form on the next page for this exercise. First, select a prospective buyer to practice planning for. Use these criteria to pick a good candidate:

[image: image] You’ll be meeting with the prospect in the next week or two.

[image: image] You’ve done some homework to learn basic facts about the buyer.

[image: image] There’s a good chance the prospective buyer has one of the problems you listed in the previous exercise.

[image: image] It will be your first or second face-to-face meeting.

[image: image] There will be little risk involved in trying out a new behavior (Problem Questions) with this buyer.

2. Write the Buyer Name and Meeting Date at the top of the planning form.

3. Identify as many Potential Problem Areas as possible where the buyer could have concerns, difficulties, or dissatisfactions that your product or service could resolve. Write your ideas in the planning form. (Quantity counts!)

[image: image] First list the problems you came up with in the previous exercise that are likely to apply to this prospective customer.

[image: image] Add any other problems that may be unique to this prospective buyer and that your product or service could resolve.

4. Develop a variety of Problem Questions to ask—as many as possible.

[image: image] Write out different variations of Problem Questions.

[image: image] Use direct and indirect Problem Questions.

5. Use the Problem Questions you develop!

[image: image] Rehearse your questions ahead of the meeting, if possible, with a colleague.

[image: image] Actually ask the buyer the Problem Questions you developed when you meet.

There’s nothing wrong with taking your list of Problem Questions into the meeting with you. Very successful salespeople use a question list to prompt themselves during discussions with buyers.

PLAN YOUR OWN PROBLEM QUESTIONS

Customer or Client Name ___________________________   Meeting Date __________


Situation (any further facts we need)




Potential Problem Areas (problems that might exist and that we can solve)

 




Problem Questions to Ask
(to uncover and explore Implied Needs—problems, difficulties, or dissatisfactions)

 



Beyond the Basics—Problem Questions

Use Follow-up Problem Questions

One important use of Problem Questions is clarifying the problems that your buyer identifies. Follow-up Problem Questions clarify specific difficulties or concerns and help you focus your needs development efforts where they’ll be more likely to result in a sale.

The purpose of the exercise in Chapter 6, “Working Backward to the Problem,” was to show you the importance of looking for the specific problems (Implied Needs) that lead to the Explicit Need you can meet with your superior product or service. Follow-up Problem Questions, such as the following examples, can help you clarify and understand the Implied Needs you should focus on:

I want to be sure I’m clear about which kind of [problem] you’re having; could you tell me more about [problem]?

How often does [problem] happen? Do you have that trouble all the time or only once in a while?

It sounds like you’re quite concerned about [problem]. Is that the issue that concerns you most?

The most powerful of all the follow-up Problem Questions you can ask is the magic word—why? When a buyer says, “I’m not satisfied with our current whatsit …,” an average seller is impatient to begin talking solutions. But an expert seller asks “why not?” or “why is that a problem?” The effective seller is careful to clarify the problem before asking Implication Questions. Asking why can help you:

[image: image] Better understand the reasons behind the buyer’s dissatisfaction.

[image: image] Uncover related problems or effects.


Then you can use what you learn about the problem to ask powerful Implication Questions or focus on a selected problem that your solution can best solve.

Uncover Several Problems before Delving into Implications

Successful sellers uncover several problems before they start asking Implication Questions. Why? A smart seller wants to have several problem avenues to pursue if any individual implication proves to be a dead end. Let’s see what happens when a buyer deflects an implication that the seller raises before first uncovering other problems:

SELLER      You mentioned that you’ve been having a problem with the facing alloy you use. Can you tell me more about that? [A good follow-up Problem Question]

BUYER      Yes, the bonding often loosens when it goes through the buffer.

SELLER      So, does that mean you lose production time repairing the bond before final assembly? [The seller asks an Implication Question, hoping to develop the seriousness of the existing bonding problem.]

BUYER      No, that’s not really an issue, because the stamping press resets the bond before final assembly.

SELLER      Oh … [Oops, nowhere to go.]

In the next example, the seller uncovers several problems before asking the first Implication Question, so he can develop a different need if the buyer deflects the first one:

SELLER      You mentioned that you’ve been having a problem with the facing alloy you use. Can you tell me more about that? [A good follow-up Problem Question]

BUYER      Yes, the bonding often loosens when it goes through the buffer.

SELLER      Are you having any other difficulties with the facing alloy?

BUYER      Yes, it loses its tensile strength when it goes through polishing. So we’ve had to scrap or rework about 10 percent of the pieces. And customer complaints have been increasing.

SELLER      So does that mean you lose production time repairing the bond before final assembly? [The seller asks the same Implication Question to develop the seriousness of the existing bonding problem.]

BUYER      No, that’s not really an issue, because the stamping press resets the bond before final assembly.

SELLER      Okay … could we go back to the scrap problem? [Or the rework problem or the complaint problem] Has the 10 percent scrap rate been squeezing your margins?

Try Seeing the Problem from Different Functional Perspectives

In complex sales, it’s important to explore and understand a problem from more than just one perspective. This can build the seriousness of the problem. A good way to start is by asking how your contact thinks the problem might be viewed by someone in another function. For example, “I can see why that would be a problem for you in manufacturing. How might that concern marketing/product development/finance?” You may be able to turn the discussion into an invitation to meet with the other decision maker.

PROBLEM QUESTIONS—SUMMARY CHECK

1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

4. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.


SUMMARY CHECK—ANSWERS

1. (b): the purpose of Problem Questions is to reveal Implied Needs.

2. (a), (c), (d), and (e) are Problem Questions.

3. (b) and (c) are high-risk for asking Problem Questions.

4. (a) and (c) are effective ways to introduce Problem Questions smoothly.
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Implication Questions
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Overview

An Implication Question asks about the

[image: Images]


[image: image] Consequences

[image: image] Effects, or

[image: image] Implications

of the buyer’s situation.

They help you sell by building the seriousness of the buyer’s problem so that it becomes large enough to justify action.

Huthwaite’s research shows that Implication Questions are strongly related to success in larger sales. Their purpose is to develop the clarity and strength of a buyer’s problems by:

[image: Images]

[image: image] Focusing on consequences of the problem.

[image: image] Extending and expanding the effects of the problem.

[image: image] Linking a problem to other potential problems.

Implication Questions are especially effective when selling to decision makers—people whose success depends on seeing beyond the immediate problem to underlying effects and possible consequences. Implication Questions help transform problems (Implied Needs) into Explicit Needs—the key buying signal in large sales.

[image: Images]

[image: image] Implication Questions are a powerful needs development tool.

[image: image] They expand the buyer’s perception of value.

[image: image] They’re harder to ask than Situation or Problem Questions.

[image: Images]

Could an increase in the value of the components result in a greater risk of theft?

How might that affect your insurance costs?

CHECK YOURSELF—IMPLICATION QUESTIONS

Before you learn more about using Implication Questions effectively, let’s be sure you’re clear about the difference between Implication and Problem Questions in the following list of examples.

Problem or  
Implication  
Question?  


1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]
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6. [image: Images]
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8. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

IMPLICATION QUESTIONS—ANSWERS

1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

4. [image: Images]

5. [image: Images]

6. [image: Images]

7. [image: Images]

8. [image: Images]

Using Implication Questions Effectively


If you missed a few of the previous answers, remember that Implication Questions are harder to prepare than Situation or Problem Questions. But while they are the most challenging of the SPIN® questions to use effectively, Implication Questions are also the most likely to lead to success in larger, more complex sales. Why? Because they are the key to developing problems from Implied Needs into Explicit Needs.

How do Implication Questions help the needs development process? In Chapter 6, you learned that the buyer’s problem has to be perceived as bigger than the cost of your solution before a decision to buy will be made.

[image: Images]

You also learned that an Explicit Need has two components:

The function of Implication Questions is to develop the significance of the problem, so that it becomes clear and strong and the buyer sees it as worth solving.

What Goes into Good Implication Questions?

To ask good Implication Questions, you need:

[image: Images] Planning—Implication Questions don’t just flow automatically from your mind. Even the most experienced sellers have to think about their Implication Questions ahead of the call.

[image: Images] Business knowledge—You’ve got to understand why a problem might be important to the buyer and what business issues might make it more significant than the buyer realizes.

[image: Images] Application knowledge—You must know the kinds of problems your services or products are able to solve, so that you can select the most appropriate Implied Needs to develop.

You Already Know How to Use Implication Questions

Implication Questions are the most challenging of the SPIN® questions used in complex sales, but you already use them in your daily life. Before you try planning for Implication Questions in a business case, it may be helpful to start with a more personal example.

Background


Your friend John is a consultant who commutes in his 10-year-old car from his rural home to his office, about 10 miles away. He travels frequently, using an airport 20 miles away, where he leaves the car in the long-term parking area.

When he’s not traveling, John often picks up out-of-town clients who are in town for meetings, shows them the local sights in the evening, or drives to other client meetings in the city or suburbs.

His wife has her own car, but has had to shuttle him to or from the repair shop on occasion and then to or from his office. That has caused them both to have to go to work late or leave early.

You’re in John’s backyard on Saturday afternoon, when he mentions that he’s wondering what to do about his old car. He’s worried because the car has been in the repair shop twice lately. He asks you to help him think through the problem.



Your Task

[image: Images]

Develop the urgency of the problem by pointing out possible implications.

1. Read the Background Description on the previous page.

2. Once you understand the problem, see how many implications you can come up with.

3. Write each implication you come up with in one of the boxes provided above.

4. Draw arrows between the problem and implications, showing the directions you see between cause and effect.

5. Turn to the next page for possible results.

How Implication Questions Work

You might have raised any or all of the following implications:

[image: Images]

Implication Questions develop a small problem into a much bigger problem.

Did You Notice?

1. One implication often leads to another implication. In our example, reliability problems led to missed meetings, which hurt John’s professional image, which led to lost business.

2. Several implications can lead to one overriding problem or issue. This is often the case with cost issues. In our example:


[image: image] Repairs

[image: image] Missed Meetings

[image: image] Poor Image

[image: image] Inconvenience

[image: image] Lost Business

   … all add up to extra costs.

3. Linking other possible problems or consequences to a given problem clearly increases its significance and urgency to the buyer.

Planning Implication Questions

It’s critical to plan Implication Questions in advance of a buyer call. Why? Since they don’t automatically come to mind, not planning could cause you to:

[image: image] Miss opportunities to ask appropriate Implication Questions when they might have the most impact.

[image: image] Cause you to fall back on inappropriate Situation Questions or Problem Questions and thus lose credibility.

[image: image] Divert the buyer’s attention from problems you can solve to problems you can’t solve.

Remember, the goal of Implication Questions is to build the significance of the problem so that it is clear and strong enough to lead a buyer to feel a strong want or desire for your service or product. So it’s important to be clear about the specific problems (or categories of problems if you provide services) the buyer has that you can solve, before planning your Implication Questions.

Four Steps for Planning Effective Implication Questions

Using a client or customer case of your own, try planning some Implication Questions. Don’t worry about getting the “right” implications as you practice steps 1–3. At this point, it’s more important to try to link each relevant problem with as many possible implications as you can.

1. Make sure you have asked all the Problem Questions necessary for you and the customer or client to uncover and clearly understand the relevant problems—those you can best solve for the buyer.

2. Select the key problems you’ve already identified that have or that are most likely to have implications you can develop into a need for your products or services.

3. Using the form on the next page:

[image: image] List the selected key buyer problems on the left.

[image: image] List all possible related implications that you think might increase the significance of that problem to the buyer.

4. Prepare some actual Implication Questions to ask the buyer. We’ll show you how to phrase effective Implication Questions after you do steps 1–3 on the next page.

Example



Product/Service: Product Development Consulting—Project Management Services

Buyer:                    New V.P. Product Development—(new fiber optic bronchioscope)

Call Objective:     Schedule meeting with other key decision makers

[image: Images]




Product/Service: ________________________________________

Buyer:                    ________________________________________

Call Objective:     ________________________________________

[image: Images]

1.

2.

3.



How to Phrase Effective Implication Questions

It’s important for your Implication Questions to sound natural and relate appropriately to the buyer’s problems. There are three ways to do that:

1. Vary the Way You State Your Implication Questions

Many inexperienced SPIN® sellers get stuck when they’re first asking Implication Questions. They ask the buyer to come up with possible implications—by repeatedly asking just one type of general Implication Question such as, “What are the implications of that problem?”

To be effective, you need to help the buyer see the seriousness of the problem, by preparing some Implication Questions before your meeting and using a variety of phrases such as:

[image: Images]

2. Use a Variety of Different Kinds of Questions

The SPIN® questions are not meant to be used in a rigid sequence. It’s appropriate sometimes to follow a Problem Question with a clarifying Situation Question, or an Implication Question with a Problem Question. The key is to ask questions in the sequence that best enables you to establish the context of, uncover, and develop the buyer’s problem.


3. Link Your Questions, as you learned to do with Situation Questions in Chapter 7.

[image: image] Link your questions to buyer statements.

[image: image] Link your questions to personal observation.

[image: image] Link your questions to third-party situations.

Now let’s look at another sales call that illustrates using these different methods to ask effective, natural Implication Questions.

Example

Peter Roche, from Sound to Go, provides A/V services and equipment to conference centers. The buyer, Julie Crane, manages a conference center.

SELLER   So you manage all the support operations in the conference center?

BUYER    Yes. Besides managing our audio-visual services, I’m also responsible for housekeeping, catering services, office services, and the related personnel and administrative duties needed to keep our conferences running smoothly.

SELLER   You said earlier that your conference schedule has been extremely busy for the past year. Has that caused any problems in the A/V area? [Problem Question linked to buyer’s statement]

BUYER    It sure has. In the last three months, I’ve had to add a second shift of A/V technicians. Our equipment costs have also soared. [Implied Need]

SELLER   During the tour, I noticed that you had a number of old VCRs and audio cassette players stacked in the corner of your equipment room. Does your A/V staff also do on-site equipment repair? [Situation Question linked to seller’s personal observation]

BUYER    There’s usually regular downtime in our conference calendar for repairs. But there’s been no downtime for six months and Joe’s the only new guy who can fix the old equipment. So now, when we need it, there’s no extra equipment we can use. [Another Implied Need]

SELLER   On the upcoming calendar you showed me, you’ll have three months of downtime before you get busy again. If Joe’s the only one on second shift doing repairs, how will the rest of the staff be productive during downtime? [Implication Question linked to seller’s personal observation]

BUYER    That’ll be a problem. We’ve got to keep paying the second shift till we get busy again. Before, we used to just pay overtime to the first shift. That saved extra benefit expenses, but we lost good staff as a result. [Implied Needs]

SELLER   Has your service quality suffered as a result of these staff problems? [Implication Question linked to buyer’s statement]

BUYER    It really has. What I’d really like is a way to have qualified A/V staff on hand in the busy months, and be able to save on payroll and other overhead costs during the slow times. [Buyer has stated an Explicit Need seller can meet]

Implication Questions and the Complex Sale

In the complex sale you will usually be making a series of fact-gathering calls. Once you have a clear understanding of the organization and operation, you’ll have time in advance of the actual buyer discussion to pore over the problem areas you’ve uncovered and consider the potential linkages between them.

Planning ahead like this will help you to link issues in subsequent discussions with your buyer.

Knowing the issues thoroughly will also help you prepare a variety of Implication Questions. That way you’ll be prepared if additional consequences or related issues emerge during the buyer discussion that might require you to think on your feet.

When to Ask Implication Questions and When to Avoid Them

Ask Implication Questions after Problem Questions, but before introducing your solution.

One of the most frequent and dangerous mistakes a seller can make is to introduce a solution before the Explicit Need has been fully developed. When the customer agrees that a problem exists, it’s tempting to jump in with solutions. After all, the buyer’s got a problem and you’re there to provide answers. Don’t do it!

Instead, build a bridge to your solution first. Use Implication Questions that develop and extend the importance of the problem, so that when you do propose a solution, your buyer’s interest will be high.

Low-Risk Implication Questions

There are three low-risk areas where Implication Questions are especially valuable for developing and extending problems:

When problems are significant

When problems are unclear

When problems require redefinition

[image: image] When problems are significant. A buyer will readily tell you about issues like costs, wasted time, inconvenience, lost opportunities. Implication Questions also have high payoffs when the problem is complex or has a chain of ramifications.

Ben Franklin, who would have been a very effective seller, wrote a classic verse that illustrates how implications in a chain of ramifications can be used to develop and extend a problem.
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[image: image] When problems are unclear. You can help bring them into sharper focus by asking Implication Questions. Helping your buyer think through tough problems can also strengthen trust and build a better working relationship.

[image: image] When problems require definition. Sometimes it seems you can only offer a partial solution to the problem as it’s described. But if the buyer can be helped to think about it from another perspective, redefining the problem, your solution might fit better. An effective use of Implication Questions here can build the elements of the problems that your solution answers most strongly, increasing your chances of making a sale.

High-Risk Implication Questions

The three occasions when Implication Questions should not be used or used with care are:

Too early in the call

With implications you can’t solve

In sensitive areas

[image: image] Too early in the call. It’s dangerous to ask Implication Questions before you have established a solid understanding of the buyer’s situation. Avoid creating mistrust or provoking buyer resistance by too abruptly probing for implications. It’s best to warm the call up with Situation Questions before asking about problems and implications.

[image: image] With implications you can’t solve. Save your Implication Questions for building the significance of problems you can solve.

[image: image] In sensitive areas. It’s always risky to delve into implications in sensitive areas such as organizational politics, personal issues, or decisions that the buyer has recently made.

Practice Your Own Implication Questions

1. Select one of the implications you developed earlier in this chapter for one of your buyers.

2. List the implication you selected in the space provided below.

3. Prepare at least three variations of Implication Questions based on the single implication you selected, and list them in the spaces provided.

Example

Implication: The tight schedule means you could lose quality to beat the clock.

Implication Questions:

What impact could the tight schedule have on the quality of the bronchioscope?

Quality often suffers when you’re racing the clock. Do you feel that’s a risk here?

What are the down sides from such a tight schedule in terms of quality?

Can you talk about any risks you see of quality being affected by the tight schedule?

If you’ve only got three months, are you going to be able to keep quality the same?

[image: Images]

Beyond the Basics—Implication Questions

Problem Questions focus inside the problem, while Implication Questions focus outside the problem:

[image: Images]

Ask Implication Questions as Much to Understand as to Persuade

Implication Questions increase pain by extending the seriousness of the problems. A fundamental principle of consulting, which applies equally to selling, is that good consulting keeps the client in moderate pain but never allows that pain to become excessive. Asking too many Implication Questions or working too hard to build pain can be counterproductive. Remember that your buyer can tolerate only a certain amount of discomfort. Don’t go beyond a reasonable level.

Inexperienced people, when first working with Implication Questions, feel they’ve succeeded only when they’ve increased their buyer’s pain level. Very successful sellers, however, will ask Implication Questions more to understand than to persuade. So if they ask, “What effect does this have on costs?” and the buyer says, “None. That doesn’t affect costs because we have so much spare capacity,” a good seller will be content. Experienced sellers find it’s just as important to learn that the implications don’t in fact exist where they anticipated them. This way they can focus on the areas that matter most to their buyers.

Implication Questions Can Link Various Departmental Problems into One Serious Company Problem

When you’re dealing with multiple buyers or a buying committee in a company, Implication Questions become a vital means of uncovering common ground for a shared sense of urgency around a multifaceted problem. Similarly, Implication Questions can link their internal problems with external customer problems that could translate into loss or potential loss of income for the entire company. When a small problem grows until it results in lost income, how can that company afford not to buy the solution?

[image: Images]

Implication Questions—Summary Check

Check your understanding of the use of Implication Questions by answering the following questions.

1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

4. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

SUMMARY CHECK—ANSWERS

1. The purpose of Implication Questions is to develop Implied Needs so that they become Explicit Needs.

2. (a) and (c) are Implication Questions. In (a) the breakdown is the problem—production difficulties are a consequence (implication) of the problem. In (c), the inability to make the filings on time is the problem—delay in closing cases is a possible implication.

3. (b) and (c) are high-risk for asking Implication Questions.

4. (c) is correct. The time to ask Implication Questions is after a buyer describes the problem but before you introduce your solution.
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Need-payoff Questions
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Overview

A Need-payoff Question asks about the

[image: Images]


[image: image] Value

[image: image] Importance, or

[image: image] Usefulness

of the solution.

[image: Images]

They help you sell by increasing the attractiveness of a solution.

Need-payoff Questions, like Implication Questions, are strongly related to success in larger sales. Their purpose is to develop the buyer’s desire for a solution by:

[image: image] Focusing on the payoff of a solution instead of the problem.

[image: image] Probing for Explicit Needs.

[image: image] Getting the buyer to tell you the benefits of the solution.

Huthwaite’s research shows that Need-payoff Questions increase the acceptability of your solution and are particularly effective in sales that depend on maintaining a good relationship, such as sales to existing clients or customers.

[image: Images]

[image: image] Need-payoff Questions are positive, helpful, and constructive, because they focus on the solution.

[image: image] They reduce objections, because they cause buyers to explain how your solutions can help and, in doing so, convince themselves of the value of your solutions.

[image: image] They move the discussion forward towards action and commitment.

[image: Images]

How much of a saving would this mean?

What other tasks would the streamlined process enable you to complete that you can’t do now?

How important is it to double the response time?

CHECK YOURSELF—NEED-PAYOFF QUESTIONS

Before you learn more about using Need-payoff Questions, see if you’re clear about the difference between Need-payoff Questions and the other SPIN® questions.

Need-payoff
Question?  


1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

4. [image: Images]

5. [image: Images]

6. [image: Images]

7. [image: Images]

8. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

NEED-PAYOFF QUESTIONS—ANSWERS

1. Yes          The question is about the value of a solution to the overtime problem.

2. No           This is an Implication Question, developing the seriousness of the problem, not the solution.

3. Yes          The question asks the buyer about the usefulness of the proposed solution.

4. Yes          The solution being explored involves saving two processing days. The worth or importance of the solution is developed in terms of output.

5. No           This is a Problem Question, because it asks about buyer concerns, dissatisfactions or difficulties.

6. Yes          This is clearly a question about the importance or value of a solution. As we’ll see later, many sellers make the mistake of asking “If I could show you a way …” questions too early in the call.

7. Yes          The solution (our new system) is being developed into other payoff areas.

8. No           This is an Implication Question, since it extends the staff shortage problem to possible missed calls.

Using Need-Payoff Questions Effectively

Need-payoff Questions are fundamentally different from all the other SPIN® questions. They aren’t easy questions to ask, and you have to ask them at the right point in the sale. But they are one of the most powerful types of question and they can help you get results.

How do Need-payoff Questions help achieve sales success? In Chapter 9 you learned that an Implication Question develops one of the two components of an Explicit Need: It builds the buyer’s problem so that it is strong and clear. A Need-payoff Question addresses the other component of an Explicit Need: the desire for a solution.

[image: Images]

How Need-payoff Questions Help You Sell

Understanding the different functions of Need-payoff Questions will make them easier to ask and will be helpful in selling more effectively. The three functions of Need-payoff Questions are to:

[image: Images] Identify Explicit Needs—One function of Need-payoff Questions is to uncover whether or not an Explicit Need exists; for example, “Do you need a faster machine?” or “Would it help you to have a reliable source of supply?” This is what most people mean by Need-payoff Question. But the other two functions, less often used, can have even more influence on the buyer.

[image: Images] Clarify Explicit Needs—These Need-payoff Questions get the client or customer to explain the importance of the need in detail by asking such things as “Why is that important to you?” or “Could you tell me more about your need for flexibility?” or “Do you want faster turnaround to save costs or to better utilize your other equipment?” If it’s a need you can solve, this kind of question gets the buyer to tell you the Benefits. And the buyer’s acceptance is key to a successful sale.

[image: Images] Extend Explicit Needs—These Need-payoff Questions invite the buyer to specify additional payoffs by asking, for example, “Is there any other way this would help you?” or “Besides adding useful space, would the design enhance your image?” or “What other benefits could you foresee from using this solution?” Their responses can help your solution offer extra value to the buyer.

Try Out the ICE Model


The ICE (Identify, Clarify, Extend) model puts these three functions together to enable you to plan different levels of Need-payoff Questions. Here’s how it works:

[image: Images]



Now try this exercise with a case of your own:

[image: Images]

How NOT to Ask Need-payoff Questions

The purpose of Need-payoff Questions is to clarify and develop the buyer’s perception of payoff from your product or service and thus develop a clear explicit desire for your solution.

But whether you believe your solution has value for the buyer is irrelevant. Unless the buyer believes it, you won’t make a sale. And unless your buyer is willing to do something—to take action—you still won’t make a sale.

We’ve mentioned already that one of the biggest mistakes sellers make is introducing their solution before they’ve built the seriousness of the buyer’s problem. Because Need-payoff Questions focus on solutions, they can have a negative effect if they’re used too early in the sale. And if introduced too early in the discussion, they can make the potential buyer feel confused or manipulated.

Helping Buyers Understand the Payoff of Your Solution

Since you know the capabilities of your product or service, it’s generally much easier for you to see the payoff than it is for the buyer. You have to help by developing the buyer’s desire for a solution. Need-payoff Questions enable you to establish the range of payoff areas and their importance to the buyer. There are two ways to do this, as these examples illustrate:

[image: Images]

Which of these two questions is more likely to have the buyer actively specify payoffs?

The answer is Question 2. Question 1 allows the buyer to passively accept payoffs without thinking about the solution. Question 2, however, asks they buyer to actively specify the payoffs from solving the problem—particular things this buyer would be able to do as a result of the solution that can’t be done now.

Such an active thinking process often extends a buyer’s Explicit Need into new payoff areas. But it has an even more important function:

Because they’ve specified the payoffs, buyers will be more committed to your solution and feel more ownership of it.

Need-payoff Questions and the Complex Sale

In a simple sale there’s usually a straightforward relationship between your product or service and the problem it solves. The solution may even fit the problem exactly. So, for example, a person worried about fire risks for important company papers has a problem that might be solved perfectly by purchasing a fireproof filing cabinet.

There Are No Perfect Solutions in a Complex Sale

But as the sale grows more complex, the fit between problem and solution becomes less straightforward. Problems in the complex sale may have many parts, and the solution you offer will deal with some of these parts better than others. A problem such as low productivity, for example, could be caused by dozens of factors. When you present your solution, you run the risk of having the buyer focus on the areas you don’t solve rather than the ones you do solve. In that case, the buyer might challenge your whole solution, as this example shows:

SELLER   So your main problem is a high reject rate on the material you use for technical tests. Our new material is so easy to use that your technicians’ reject rate would be reduced by 20 percent.

BUYER    No. Wait a minute. It’s not only the test material that creates the reject rate. There are a lot of other factors, like processor temperature and developer oxidation. So don’t give me all that stuff about easy-to-use material.

What’s happening here? The buyer is raising objections because the seller’s solution only deals with one facet of a complicated problem. By making claims for the product, the seller prompts the buyer to think about some of the other facets and reject the point the seller is trying to make.

In a complex sale, the problems you’re trying to solve will almost always have many facets. It’s unlikely that you or any of your competitors will be able to provide a perfect solution that can resolve every facet of a complex problem. Nor does the buyer really expect your solution to be perfect.

Sophisticated business people look for the ability to deal with the most important elements of the problem at a reasonable cost. And because vendors rarely have a perfect solution, it’s dangerous for you to point out how well you can solve a problem. By doing so you invite the buyer to focus on the elements you don’t solve and to raise objections.

How can you gain the customer’s acceptance that your solution has value, even though it may not solve every facet of the problem? This is where Need-payoff Questions can be very helpful.

Need-Payoff Questions Reduce Objections

Need-payoff Questions get the buyer to explain which parts of the problem your solution can solve. When the buyer tells you the ways your solution can help, then you don’t invite objections.

Using Need-payoff Questions makes your solution more acceptable to the buyer, as the next example shows:

SELLER   So your main problem is a high reject rate on the material you use for technical tests. And from what you’ve said, you’d be interested in anything that could reduce that reject rate.

BUYER    Oh yes. It’s a big problem and we’ve got to take action.

SELLER   Suppose you had a material that was easier for your technicians to use. Would that help?

BUYER    It would be one factor. Remember, there’re a lot of other factors, like processor temperature and developer oxidation.

SELLER   Yes, I understand that there are several factors and, as you say, an easier material is one of them. Would you explain how having an easier material would help you?

BUYER    Well … it would certainly cut some of the rejects we’re getting at the exposure stage.

SELLER   And would that be worth doing?

BUYER    Probably. I don’t know exactly how much is lost there, but it might be enough to make some difference.

SELLER   Is there any other way using an easier material could help?

BUYER    Those neat cassettes of yours don’t require an experienced technician to set them up. Maybe that would help … yes … if we had a material that was easy enough for an assistant to set up, then the technician could spend more time on the processing stages, which could make a big impact on those processor problems we’ve been having. Hey, I like it …

In this example, the seller’s use of Need-payoff Questions has enabled the buyer to explain the payoff and, as a result, to find the solution more acceptable.

Planning Need-payoff Questions

To plan for asking Need-payoff Questions, think about potential payoffs of your solution from the buyer’s point of view, based on the relevant problems you’ve explored.

Be sure you identify any problems that still need to be clarified and developed by asking Situation, Problem, and especially Implication Questions, so that the buyer will be receptive to this payoff.

Example


Product/Service: A/V services and equipment

1. Potential Area of Buyer Payoff:

Decrease A/V costs 20 percent, while improving response time and quality, regardless of seasonal demand fluctuations.

2. Problems You Could Resolve That Need to Be Developed Before Buyer Fully Recognizes Payoff:

[image: image] Costs of second shift A/V staff—especially during off-season (idle time)

[image: image] Complaints of poor A/V response times during busy season

[image: image] Possible effects on overall service quality due to lack of equipment knowledge

[image: image] Possible impacts of busy manager spending so much time handling A/V staffing problems



Planning Need-payoff Questions

Now try this method with a case of your own.

1. Write down a potential payoff that the buyer could get from your solution.

2. List any problems you may need to develop by using the other SPIN® questions, especially Implication Questions, so the buyer will feel strongly enough to want a solution.


Product/Service:

1. Potential Area of Buyer Payoff:

2. Problems You Could Resolve That Need to Be Developed Before Buyer Fully Recognizes Payoff:



Having done this exercise, you probably found that you need to uncover and develop several problems before a buyer will fully realize the potential payoffs from your solution.


Later in this chapter, you’ll also have a chance to practice the next step: preparing the actual Need-payoff Questions to ask your buyer.

When to Ask Need-payoff Questions and When to Avoid Them

Few sellers ask Need-payoff Questions at the optimal point in the sale. If you ask them too soon, such as right at the start of the call, then the buyer’s lack of clarity about problems prevents you from effectively developing a strong desire for a solution.

At the other end of the scale, many sellers wait until too late to ask Need-payoff Questions. They describe their solutions before they generate an appetite for what they can offer. As we’ve seen, this very frequently provokes objections from the buyer.

The best time to ask Need-payoff Questions is:

[image: Images] Before describing your solution, and

[image: Images] After developing the seriousness of the buyer’s problem by using Implication Questions.

Although the research has clearly shown that more Need-payoff Questions are asked in successful sales, the average seller uses fewer than two Need-payoff Questions in a typical call. Yet when used at the right point, Need-payoff Questions increase the chance of making a sale.

[image: Images]

Low-Risk Need-payoff Questions

The are two low-risk areas where Need-payoff Questions are especially valuable for increasing a buyer’s desire for your solution:

[image: image] When the solution has payoffs in other areas—If there are potential spinoff benefits as a result of your solution, Need-payoff Questions are especially powerful in helping you sell. Asking a Need-payoff Question like “What could you do with the extra time our solution would save you?” or “Are there other ways this solution would improve …?” can get the buyer thinking of additional benefits you can develop, especially given the complexity of many buyer situations.

[image: image] When the buyer has to justify the decision—Even a buyer with purchasing authority may need to justify the purchase to management, a board, or others. The more you use Need-payoff Questions to clarify and develop the buyer’s understanding and ownership of the potential benefits of your solution, the easier it will be for the buyer to communicate about them to others in their organization. By answering your Need-payoff Questions, the buyer practices explaining how your solution will help.

High-Risk Need-payoff Questions

Other areas are high-risk for asking Need-payoff Questions. Be cautious about using them:

[image: image] Too early in the call—Your Need-payoff Questions won’t have any real effect unless and until the buyer has recognized and clarified a problem. Asked before this point, they may even antagonize buyers into denying the existence of genuine problems and needs.

[image: image] When the buyer’s need is subjective—Sometimes a buyer just likes your product or is prepared to purchase your services when few of the objective facts about problems and their implications directly support a decision to buy. In such a case it’s important to help the buyer think through the business reasons for buying your solution. First, be sure to identify and develop the buyer’s needs by asking Problem and Implication Questions. Then, selectively ask your Need-payoff Questions to develop and extend solutions that meet the buyer’s identified needs.

How to Phrase Effective Need-payoff Questions

Once you’ve used Implication Questions to fully develop the relevant problems on your list, you’ll find it easier to ask Need-payoff Questions smoothly and naturally. Using the following methods will help you prepare effective Need-payoff Questions:

[image: Images] Use linking phrases—Link your questions to buyer statements or responses.

If there were a way for you to get out of that day-to-day payroll administration, how would it help you cover the other areas you manage?

You mentioned that you have to replace a lot of heat-damaged customized transparencies. At $50 each, wouldn’t it be worth paying a higher one-time cost for a projector that would increase their working life?

[image: Images] Use variety—Be clear and specific, and avoid repetition of the same phrase, such as:

How would this help you save time?

How would this help you reduce costs?

How would this help you speed up response times?

Instead, you could ask, e.g.,

How could you use the time you’d save?

What budget relief would you get in other areas if our volume discount saved you over 15 percent?

Would it speed response time if you had people who were fully trained in repairing both current and older equipment?

[image: Images] Get the buyer to actively specify payoffs—Wherever possible, use Need-payoff Questions that ask your buyers to actively specify the payoffs that are important to them, e.g.,

Passive Acknowledgment:

Wouldn’t it save time?

Buyer Actively Specifies Payoffs:

What important projects could you work on if you didn’t have to spend so much time on billing problems?

Practice Your Own Need-payoff Questions

1. List the potential payoff area you identified in the earlier exercise, Planning Need-payoff Questions.


2. Prepare 3–5 variations of Need-payoff Questions based on that one potential payoff, listing them in the spaces provided below.

Example

Payoff:

Decrease A/V staffing costs 20 percent, while improving response time and equipment quality, regardless of seasonal demand fluctuations.

Need-payoff Questions:

If you could reduce your annual A/V staffing costs by 20 percent, what would you do with the savings?

How would your other management responsibilities benefit if you didn’t have to spend time dealing with A/V staffing problems?

Are response time and equipment quality equally important to you?

How valuable would it be for you to be able to reduce A/V staffing costs while actually improving response time?

If seasonal demands didn’t affect A/V staffing levels, how would that help you?

[image: Images]

Beyond the Basics—Need-payoff Questions

Need-payoff Questions Help Rehearse Internal Sponsors to Sell for You

As the size of a sale grows, more people become involved in the decision. Your success depends not just on how well you sell but how well people in the targeted organization sell to each other. Successful sellers help internal users and influencers sell a solution on their behalf.

When opportunities are limited for you to meet with the ultimate decision maker (or decision-making team), one of the best ways to sell is rehearsing the internal people who will be selling for you. The better prepared your internal sponsors are, the easier it will be for them to sell your solution to others.

But what is the best way to rehearse an internal sponsor? Need-payoff Questions have a special use here. By getting the buyer to describe Benefits, Need-payoff Questions accomplish several things:

[image: image] The buyer’s attention is focused on how the solution will help, not on product details. Need-payoff Questions engage your sponsors in identifying exactly how the solution you’re proposing will meet their company’s needs. Discussing these Benefits with others in the business who share the same needs is the most effective way that they can sell for you.

[image: image] The buyer explains the Benefits to the seller, not vice versa. It’s a much better rehearsal for buyers to actively describe Benefits in their own words than to listen passively while you do it. This way the buyer will remember the Benefits you offer.

[image: image] The buyer’s enthusiasm and confidence in your solution are increased. Those qualities will sell for you when you’re not present.

You’ll find more details and examples of using Need-payoff Questions to rehearse your sponsor in SPIN® Selling, pages 85–88.

NEED-PAYOFF QUESTIONS—SUMMARY CHECK

Check your understanding of the use of Need-payoff Questions by answering the following questions.

1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

4. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

SUMMARY CHECK—ANSWERS

1. (b): The purpose of Need-payoff Questions is to increase a buyer’s desire for a solution to a problem.

2. (a) and (b): The exception is (c)—an Implication Question that develops a problem, not a solution. (See Chapter 9.)

3. (c): The time to ask Need-payoff Questions is after you’ve developed a buyer’s problems but before you introduce your solution.

4. (b) and (c): These questions ask buyers to specify the payoffs of the solution in their own terms.
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Demonstrating Capability

[image: Images]




Overview

There are three ways to describe capabilities:

[image: Images]

[image: image] Features—Describe facts or characteristics of a product or service, e.g., “We have forty skilled technicians …”

[image: image] Advantages—Describe how a Feature can be used or can help the buyer, e.g., “Because of [that feature], you’d get quick response to a breakdown.”

[image: image] Benefits—Describe how a Feature or Advantage meets an Explicit Need expressed by the buyer, e.g., “We can give you the one-hour response time you said you want.” Notice that we’re using a very specific definition of Benefits. You may be familiar with the term but not the special way we’re defining it here.

[image: Images]

Research shows that Benefits, as defined here, are the most persuasive way to describe solutions, and are particularly powerful in large or complex sales.

In large or complex sales, the result of using each of these methods is quite different from using them in a simple sale. For large or complex sales, you first have to develop the buyer’s needs and build the value of your solution. Then, making Benefits will enable you to:

[image: image] Prevent objections, rather than having to “handle” objections.

[image: image] Help internal sponsors sell for you most effectively.

[image: image] Gain buyer support or approval for your solution.

[image: Images]

To Demonstrate Capability effectively,

[image: image] You need to complete the Investigating stage before you introduce your solution.

[image: image] Your buyer has to express an Explicit Need (not just an Implied Need) you can meet.

CHECK YOURSELF—DEMONSTRATING CAPABILITY

Before we go into more detail on Demonstrating Capability, check to see if you’re clear about the differences between Features, Advantages, and Benefits by answering the following questions. Watch out for the strict way we define Benefits, so that a statement is only a Benefit if it meets an Explicit Need that the buyer has expressed.

Feature,    
Advantage,  
or Benefit?  


1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

4. [image: Images]

5. [image: Images]

6. [image: Images]

7. [image: Images]

8. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

DEMONSTRATING CAPABILITY—ANSWERS

1. Advantage   The statement shows how the Feature (a consolidated statement) can help the buyer. Since the buyer has not expressed a need to reconcile all accounts at the same time, this is not a Benefit.

2. Feature         The statement provides facts about the course.

3. Advantage   The statement describes how the Feature (UV protection) can help the buyer. It’s not a Benefit because no need has been expressed.

4. Feature         The seller is describing a characteristic of the leasing system.


5. Advantage   The statement describes how a Feature (remote command capability) is used.

6. Benefit         The seller shows how the service can meet an Explicit Need (for quick response time) expressed by the buyer.

7. Advantage   Since the buyer has not expressed a need to save money, it is not a Benefit. Even if the seller is sure that the buyer really needs to save money, it is only a Benefit if the buyer actually stated the need.

8. Advantage   The seller is showing the buyer how the seller’s service could help the buyer, but the buyer hasn’t expressed a need for “a multifaceted approach.”

Note: Don’t worry if you found some of these examples difficult, especially the differences between Advantages and Benefits. Many people do, including experienced sellers. The good news is that the rest of this chapter will clarify and explain the importance of these distinctions.

Features, Advantages, and Benefits

Throughout this book, we’ve highlighted the importance of developing your buyer’s needs by asking Problem and Implication Questions before introducing your solution. We’ve also shown you how to use Need-payoff Questions to build the buyer’s desire for a solution. Now that you’re ready to actually demonstrate the capability of your solution, what’s the best way to do it?

The three classic ways of demonstrating capability are by using Features, Advantages, and Benefits. But each has quite different impacts—depending on whether the sale is large or small and where in the sales cycle they are introduced. In this chapter, we’ll focus on the effects of Features, Advantages, and Benefits in large or complex sales, and how to use each most effectively.

[image: Images]

Advantages

Advantages are what most sales-oriented books and training programs mean when they talk about “benefits.” As SPIN® Selling explains, we first dubbed these “Type A Benefits” after testing a number of different definitions. During subsequent research in actual sales calls, we noticed that their effect on buyers is dramatically different from the effects of “Type B Benefits,” or what we’ve since called “Benefits.”

[image: Images]

Defining Benefits

We’ve seen that Features are fairly easy to define. But what about Benefits? People often define “benefits” in different ways. We’ve said that most sales training focuses on Advantages rather than on Benefits. Some people say benefits must show a competitive superiority, others emphasize that benefits must show a cost saving, while still others insist that benefits have to include a personal element (“you appeal”) for the individual buyer, not just the buyer’s organization.

We chose the very strict definition that “a Benefit meets an Explicit Need expressed by the buyer” because research shows that this definition, out of six we tested, is the one most clearly related to success in large sales.

We won’t repeat here the process we went through to come to our conclusions, well described in SPIN® Selling. But it is essential to understand the distinctions between Advantages and Benefits as we define them, so that you can use Benefits to increase your impact on buyers.

True Benefits

Why do we insist that a statement can only be a Benefit if it meets an Explicit Need expressed by the buyer? Because if you make statements of this type, your calls are more likely to result in Orders or Advances. What makes these statements so much more powerful than other ways to describe your products or services? Two things:

1. By linking your offering to the buyer’s expressed needs, you demonstrate that you can help with the issues that matter most to your buyer. Before you can give a Benefit, your buyer must first express a need. Your products or services, as we’ve seen, meet needs. It’s not enough for you to assume that your buyer must have a need. By getting the buyer to express that need, you confirm its importance.

2. Based on the definitions we’ve explained here, average sellers tend to use Advantages, which address only Implied Needs, while the most successful use Benefits, which directly respond to Explicit Needs. The most successful salespeople first develop Implied Needs into Explicit Needs (clear wants or desires), using Implication and Need-payoff Questions. Then, once they have obtained Explicit Needs, they offer solutions showing how they can meet those wants or desires. Remember, average sellers offer solutions as soon as they have uncovered a problem—in other words, they offer solutions to Implied Needs.

[image: Images]

How Features, Advantages, and Benefits Affect Buyers

Features, Advantages, and Benefits each have a different effect on a buyer. For example, if a Jupiter car salesperson in Vermont reels off an array of features such as engine characteristics, electronics, climate control functions, and cosmetic options, what immediately fills the prospective buyer’s mind? Yes, skyrocketing dollar signs:

[image: Images]

In the buyer’s mind, each feature must add to the cost. So, by extension, the more Features recited by the seller, the higher the total price tag expected by the buyer.

[image: Images]

Next, the same car salesperson tells that buyer how helpful it will be to have the four-wheel drive model with a built-in ski rack during the winter, which will provide both safety and convenience. But not having asked about the buyer’s needs, how would the salesperson know that the buyer is planning to move to Florida in August? Will the buyer be impressed with the four-wheel drive option? Not on your life. S/he’s most likely to object (if not leave the showroom).

Why? Because the salesperson is offering a solution where no Explicit Need has been expressed. When the buyer doesn’t perceive a need for the capability being offered, the natural response is an objection.

[image: Images]

In our final scene at the Jupiter showroom, the salesperson takes the time to ask Problem and Implication Questions. In doing so, the seller learns that the buyer makes long drives at night and suffers from eyestrain and lower back problems from the uncomfortable seat and driver position in the existing car.

Next, the salesperson asks Need-payoff questions, which build the value of finding a solution (a seat with lumbar support and extra bright headlights). As a result, the buyer expresses Explicit Needs—i.e., describing exactly what s/he’d want to include in a new car.

As the conversation continues, the salesperson identifies specific Benefits—showing how a new Jupiter with orthopedically designed seats will provide the lumbar support the buyer needs on long drives, while the high-intensity halogen headlights will prevent eyestrain. Because these are things the buyer wants, the seller doesn’t get objections. Giving Benefits, the research shows, is the most effective way to demonstrate capability. The result:

[image: Images]

Preventing Objections vs. Handling Objections

Let’s look closer at the issue of Advantages leading buyers to respond with objections. We’ve seen that this occurs when the seller proposes a solution before building needs sufficiently. As a result, the buyer doesn’t feel the problem is serious or urgent enough to justify an expensive solution.

That brings us back to the value equation presented in Chapter 6. To obtain the buyer’s commitment to a sale, you need to build the value of the problems or needs enough to outweigh the cost of the solution. The value equation also shows that building the value of the buyer’s problems actually prevents objections. Preventing objections ultimately costs sellers less than handling objections—less time, energy, and hassle. (For detailed case studies, see SPIN® Selling, pages 124–135.)

[image: Images]

Handling Value Objections

Value objections emerge when the buyer raises doubts about the value, worth, or usefulness of the solution. In other words, to the buyer, the problem just doesn’t warrant the costs (price, effort, time, hassle) of the solution.

Value objections, particularly those involving price, are the hardest for most salespeople to handle. Less successful sellers try to justify the cost of their products or services. The top salespeople we studied used a different strategy. They asked Implication Questions to build the seriousness of the buyer’s problem, thereby increasing the value of their solutions.

The first step in planning Implication Questions to overcome value objections is to think of reasons why the problem is serious enough to justify an expensive solution.


Example

[image: Images]

Now, try handling a value objection with one of your own buyers, the way our example showed you …

[image: Images]

Tipping the Value Equation toward a Buy Decision

Did you notice that the “reasons” you came up with are also implications? Asking Implication Questions increases the seriousness or value of the problem side of the value equation. Asking Need-payoff Questions then builds the value of your solution. Together these components get buyers to express Explicit Needs.

Benefits Meet Explicit Needs

In summary, to state a Benefit under our definition, you have to:

[image: image] Show how you meet an Explicit Need, not an Implied Need. So a statement such as, “You’ve got a problem with order entry; I can offer a program to solve that problem for you” would not be a Benefit, because it addresses an Implied Need, not an Explicit Need.

[image: image] Meet an Explicit Need that has been expressed by the buyer. You can’t make a Benefit based on assumed rather than stated need. So saying, for example, “I imagine you’d want to save money and here’s how we can do it for you …” would not make a Benefit because the customer has not expressed the need.

In large and complex sales, Benefits are the most effective statements you can make to buyers about your products or services. We’ve already seen that success in these sales depends on how well needs are developed. In offering a Benefit, you bring the needs development process to completion by showing how you can meet those needs.

What else makes Benefits so powerful in large and complex sales?

[image: Images] Benefits are more memorable than Features or Advantages.

Buyers don’t remember the Features or Advantages of your products or services. But they do remember their own Explicit Needs. Since Benefits are linked to those Explicit Needs, buyers will remember them long after Features and Advantages are forgotten.

[image: Images] Benefits have high impact on buyers throughout the sale.

Features have a low to negative impact through the entire sale, and Advantages lose impact as the sale progresses. Only Benefits retain high impact throughout.

[image: Images] Benefits help your internal sponsors sell.

In Chapter 10 you saw Need-payoff Questions used to rehearse internal sponsors. How did they accomplish that? The seller engaged the sponsor in identifying payoffs, which are another form of Benefits, so long as they show how the solution meets an Explicit Need expressed by that buyer.

Stating Benefits

Here’s an exercise to practice stating Benefits. For our example the buyer is a hospital administrator and the salesperson sells paging systems. The seller starts by developing the buyer’s problem, using Implication Questions to build the seriousness of the problem. The seller next asks Need-payoff Questions to get the buyer to state an Explicit Need. Then the seller states Benefits, showing how the product meets the Explicit Need.

[image: Images]

Example:

Now you try it, using an example of your own.

[image: Images]

Beyond the Basics—Demonstrating Capability

More on Handling Objections

Preventing objections is always preferable to handling objections. Some interesting findings have emerged from our research:

[image: Images] Objections are not buying signals—sellers who receive more objections do not experience more sales success.

[image: Images] A majority of objections are created by the seller.

[image: Images] Many objections occur because the seller offers solutions too soon.

Even when you use the SPIN® questions and develop buyer needs, some objections will occur. So it’s essential to have objection-handling skills. But be careful not to get trapped into giving objection handling more prominence than objection prevention.


Why do objections occur? Often they occur because of factors beyond your control, such as buyer doubt, resistance to change, competition, inherently small buyer needs, or needs you can’t meet with your product or service. For example, your buyer needs double-sided copying and your copiers don’t provide that.

Objections fall into two overall categories:

1. Value Objections—where the buyer raises doubts about the value, worth, or usefulness of the solution you’re selling, e.g., “That’s not much use to me,” “It’s too expensive,” “I don’t need it.” (You’ve already worked with value objections in this chapter. Use Implication and Need-payoff Questions to develop the buyer’s need and to build the desire for a solution. The key is to move the buyer’s need from Implied to Explicit.)

2. Capability Objections—where the buyer sees the value of solving the problem but raises doubts about the capability, capacity, or genuineness of the seller, the seller’s organization, or the product or service being sold, e.g., “I don’t think you understand our business,” “I’m sure it’s not as easy as you claim.”

There are two kinds of capability objections. Each requires a different strategy:

Capability/Can’t Objections—These kinds of objections occur when you don’t have a capability to meet a need that is of high value to the prospect.

Capability/Can Objections—These objections occur when you do have a capability but the buyer doesn’t perceive that you have it.

Strategies for Handling Capability/Can’t Objections

The strategy for handling Capability/Can’t Objections has two steps:

1. Acknowledge that you can’t meet the need.

2. Increase the value of the capability you do have. Reemphasize the importance of the needs you can meet by using Need-payoff Questions and Benefit statements.

The aim of this strategy is movement. However, since you can’t increase the buyer’s perception of your capability, you have to increase the value of other needs for which you do have the capability.

Example


The seller, a senior manager in an accounting firm, is meeting with Jack Beck, president of a trucking company:

BUYER    Believe me, I understand your timetable, but I need to move faster than that.

SELLER   Hmmm … Well, as you know, I don’t think we can have that finalized in much less time than we talked about. But let’s step back and see where we are. [Acknowledges that he doesn’t have the particular capability.]

BUYER    Well … okay.

SELLER   Jack, I can see how moving that ahead a week or two would help. But I guess you have to consider the trade-offs—because you also said personalized service was important, and agreed that we’re best able to provide it.

BUYER    Yeah … You’re right about the personalized service, but I’m concerned because getting a head start on next year’s work could turn out to be crucial.

SELLER   Yes, I understand … but could your need for personalized service prove to be important next year? For example, you’ve mentioned that you’re planning an analysis of your cash management system. Isn’t that a case where our help would be extremely important? [Increases the value of the capability you do have.]

BUYER    True … we will need a lot of special help on that one.

SELLER   So, the personalized service we’ve talked about might be important in a number of areas? [Increases the value of the capability you do have.]

BUYER    No question … In fact, as we talk, more things are coming to mind. Let’s see if there is some way we can look at this and try to….

Here the seller is able to emphasize the importance of the existing capability (personalized service) by asking Need-payoff Questions, which helps the buyer to see its value.

Strategies for Handling Capability/Can Objections

There are three steps in the strategy for handling Capability/Can Objections:

1. Acknowledge the legitimacy of the buyer’s concern. Show the buyer that you understand it’s a reasonable concern.

2. Demonstrate your capability. Explain how you can provide the capability.


3. Show proof, where necessary. Provide a source(s) of proof that genuinely supports that you are able to meet the need.

Example

The seller is a bank officer meeting with the buyer, who is president of a small company that is about to enter the international market.

BUYER    Regarding the foreign exchange area, it seems to me I’d be better off going with one of the money center banks.

SELLER   Uh-huh.

BUYER    Since the money center banks do have experience in that area, I suspect that they’ll be able to provide us with better foreign exchange rates.

SELLER   Well, you certainly do want the best rates [acknowledges the legitimacy of the objection], but today you don’t have to be a money center to be competitive in the foreign exchange market.

BUYER    Oh … Why’s that?

SELLER   Well, it’s a matter of having the right kind of information service. We’re in direct contact with the European market. So we’re always aware of the best prevailing rates. [Demonstrates capability of the seller’s organization.]

BUYER    Well, I think I understand that, but this is our first marketing effort in Europe, and we do need to get off on the right foot.

SELLER   Uh-huh. Well, what I think we should do is have you talk with Bob Townsend at Borax. He just addressed this same issue. I’ll also send you a publication just put out by The Wall Street Journal, which I think will be of some help. [Shows proof by offering other supporting sources.]

BUYER    Okay … Sounds good.

Capability/Can Objections are handled most effectively by using a simple straightforward strategy. The major error that occurs in handling this kind of objection is failing to acknowledge the legitimacy of the buyer’s concern.

Launching New Products or Services

One area of Demonstrating Capability that even the most experienced salespeople handle poorly is the introduction of new products or services.

We’ve studied many product and service launches and found that, when an offering is new, salespeople give three times as many Features and Advantages than they do when selling existing offerings. And their level of questioning falls off dramatically. Because they’re not asking questions, they tend to introduce new product solutions very early in the discussion, which, as we’ve seen, is not an effective way to sell.

Even worse, their enthusiasm for the new offering can make them product-centered instead of buyer-centered. As a result, they talk about the bells and whistles of the new product or service, instead of asking about the buyer’s needs. Then it becomes all too easy, especially if you were introduced to the product or service in terms of its Features and Advantages, to communicate about it with your buyers in the same way. Don’t let it happen to you!

The best strategy for launching new products or services consists of a consolidation of steps you practiced in Chapters 5, 8, and 9:


New Product/Service Launch Strategy

1. Identify the problems your new product or service can solve, or the needs it can meet for buyers.

2. List the kinds of buyers who might have these problems or needs.

3. Identify specific accounts where these problems or needs could exist.

4. Develop the Problem and Implication Questions you can ask to probe for those problems.

5. Keep your focus on the buyer’s actual needs and problems when you have your face-to-face meeting. In that way you can show the Benefits of your new product or service, and avoid the trap of selling on Features and Advantages.



DEMONSTRATING CAPABILITY—SUMMARY CHECK

1. [image: Images]

2. [image: Images]

3. [image: Images]

Answers are on the next page.

SUMMARY CHECK—ANSWERS

1. (a), (c), and (d) are true. Giving Features at the beginning of a sale is at best neutral, often raises price concerns, and can actually jeopardize the sale.

2. Only (c) is a Benefit.

(a) is not a Benefit because the need is assumed rather than expressed.

(b) is not a Benefit because the need for change is too broad and general to be linked to telephones. The need is not Explicit.

(c) is a Benefit because the seller links the product (a noise reduction facility) to an expressed and Explicit Need of the buyer.

(d) is definitely not a Benefit, even though some sellers try to convince buyers with statements like this.

3. None of these statements is a Benefit.

(a) is a Feature. Despite the tempting word only, the seller is simply giving data about the product.

(b) is a Feature. The seller is describing a characteristic of overhead value analysis.

(c) is an Advantage. This is a very difficult example. It may seem at first glance to be a Benefit, but the buyer’s need is only Implied, not Explicit. Although the buyer raised a problem about lack of space, the seller’s quick link to double-sided copying is unlikely to have a positive effect on the buyer, who may find it irrelevant. Statements like this should thus be treated as Advantages. It would be a Benefit if the buyer had first developed the need using a Need-payoff Question such as, “So would you find it useful to have a way to reduce your filing space?”

(d) is an Advantage. The Feature is May and the Advantage is avoiding crowds.

(e) is an Advantage. The Advantage of the bulk-purchase plan is the discount. Because no Explicit Need was expressed, there is no Benefit.
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Sharpening Your Skills
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What to Expect

What bottom-line improvement should you expect from developing your SPIN® skills? The first thousand people we trained in these skills averaged a 17 percent increase in their sales results. Will that happen for you? Many people have more than doubled their sales volume after learning and practicing the skills and techniques we’ve described in this Fieldbook. But a little application of simple mathematics should warn you that, based on an average increase of 17 percent, if some have more than doubled their sales, there must also be some who were below average or who didn’t benefit at all. How do you make sure that you’re in the group that gets above-average results?

The bad news is that there’s no magic formula to give you a cast-iron guarantee of better sales results. But the good news is that we have strong evidence showing that, if you get just three things right, there’s a very high probability that you will achieve superior results from these methods. None of these three things is particularly difficult, though each requires hard work, persistence, or a shift in perspective. They are:

[image: image] Get on the buyer’s side of the table.

[image: image] Invest in planning.

[image: image] Give yourself a periodic checkup.

Let’s look at each one in detail.

Get on the Buyer’s Side of the Table

One of the hardest shifts for many traditional salespeople is to change their thinking so that they stop acting like a seller and, instead, see the world from the buyer’s perspective. When we talk about getting on the buyer’s side of the table, we don’t mean trying to manipulate the buyer by pretending to see things from the buyer’s point of view.

What we are talking about is a fundamental shift in perspective. You have to abandon the old mentality of seller vs. buyer. In its place you must genuinely share the buyer’s concerns. Specifically, it means that you must shift your thinking in two respects:

[image: image] Shift from persuading to understanding.

[image: image] Shift from a product focus to a buyer focus.

Shift from Persuading to Understanding

Traditionally, most salespeople see their primary function as persuading. This leads them to argue the merits of their products, and to become advocates for their companies and for the services they offer. What’s wrong with persuasion or advocacy? Simply, it’s not the perspective that the world’s most successful salespeople take.

From working with many hundreds of top salespeople in fields as diverse as consulting and chemicals, we find that the primary perspective of top salespeople is understanding rather than persuading. They see their first and foremost responsibility as understanding the world from the buyer’s point of view. This perspective has a dramatic impact on how they sell. Because they really care about what their buyers think, they ask more questions than traditional salespeople. They are less inclined to talk prematurely about products and solutions. And, because they are sincerely trying to understand their buyers’ issues, this communicates to their buyers and they are seen as genuine.

What does this have to do with improving your SPIN® skills? A whole lot. If you set out to understand, then you are more likely to ask questions, less likely to give Features and Advantages and less likely to jump in too soon with solutions. Also, research suggests that you’ll listen better and be more likely to hear the buyer’s real needs.

A nice illustration of how true this is in practice comes from one of the world’s largest telecommunications companies. Their sales force was asked to go to a sample of their existing customers and conduct a survey to understand what these customers were doing, how their environment was changing, and what issues they were facing. The consultants who had designed the survey emphasized that, in order to provide objective data, the sales force should just try to understand these customers better and on no account should use the survey calls to sell.

In the three months that followed, to the combined amazement of the consultants, the company’s management, and the sales force, there was a 35 percent increase in sales to the customers involved in the survey compared with all other customers. The reason was simple. Because the survey forced the sales force to really focus on understanding their customers, they uncovered new needs and saw additional productive opportunities. Even better, customers responded very positively to being understood and invited salespeople back to do more business.

So take a tip from top salespeople. An easy way to improve both your skills and your sales is to see each call as an opportunity to understand rather than to persuade.

Shift from a Product Focus to a Buyer Focus

One metaphor for the role of salespeople is that they are a bridge between products and customers. The seller is the connector, the link that brings buyers and products together. The effective salesperson has to understand both ends of this bridge—to understand on the one side buyers and their needs and on the other side the capabilities of products and services. Which end of this bridge is more important for sales success? The evidence seems to show that:

[image: image] Most salespeople are more comfortable and proficient at understanding their products than at understanding their buyers.

[image: image] Very successful salespeople have adequate product knowledge, but superior knowledge of customers.

[image: image] Salespeople with the highest product knowledge don’t make the most sales.

[image: image] If forced to make a choice, buyers are more likely to deal with those who best understand their needs than with those who best understand products or services.

So, if you are a typical salesperson, there’s a good chance that right now you are putting too much emphasis on the products and services side of the bridge. Shifting your attention to understanding buyers will probably pay off for you in terms of results.

That means things like:

[image: image] Keeping up with business and industry trends that affect your buyers.

[image: image] Reading current business journals rather than product manuals.

[image: image] Having a real curiosity about what’s going on inside the buyer’s organization and asking lots of questions about changes that have an impact on the buyer’s operation.

A relentless interest in the buyer’s business issues has paid off for those who have behaved this way. We once did a study for IBM to find why some salespeople learned how to sell much more quickly than others. We found that on the whole those with the greatest knowledge of computers had only average learning curves.

The fastest learners—who became the future high fliers of IBM—were the ones whose focus on their buyers made them curious about business issues. Even without training, these fast learners naturally asked SPIN® questions because they were really interested in their buyers’ problems and the implications behind these problems. In consequence, every call that they made gave them an opportunity to learn through their questions about business issues, industry trends, and areas of importance to customers.

In contrast, those with the highest product knowledge were more likely to spend time in calls talking about IBM and its capabilities. They learned much less about their buyers and their results were poorer as a consequence. So one way to improve both your selling and your SPIN® skills is to be sure you shift from a product focus to a buyer focus.

Invest in Planning

You don’t build a house or a factory by starting it and then figuring out what you should be doing as you go along. In fact, there’s hardly any complex enterprise that you can complete successfully just by winging it. Successful execution always rests on successful planning. It wouldn’t be necessary to say this about most other professions. Unfortunately, selling stands out as one of the few areas where planning is undervalued or even absent. We are continually amazed at how many salespeople don’t plan calls.

[image: Images]

Notice that we say “salespeople don’t plan calls.” Many large account salespeople write elaborate plans for each major account. In fact, account planning takes up a good deal of time in most high-end sales forces.

But, to succeed in achieving your major account plan you must successfully execute a number of opportunities. We define an opportunity as a series of sales calls that could culminate in a major sale. Much less time is spent planning opportunities than planning accounts. Yet, unless the component opportunities succeed, the account plan will fail.

Plan Your Calls

But let’s move down one level of detail. Each opportunity is made up of a number of calls and each call must be successful for the opportunity to be met. So individual sales calls are the building blocks out of which opportunities are constructed, and a series of opportunities must be achieved in order to successfully execute an account plan. Our concern is that few salespeople pay enough attention to planning the humble sales calls that are the fundamental units making up account success.

If there was just one piece of advice we could give people to improve their selling, it would be this: Plan your calls. Worry less about grand strategy and more about the tactics of each call. Think of an actual sales call you are planning to make in the near future. How clear are you about the objective of the call? Do you know exactly what outcome you hope to achieve? What specific questions do you plan to ask? What planning tools are you using to help you to prepare? If you don’t have good answers to these questions, you probably don’t have an adequate call plan. Call planning is the bedrock on which sales strategy is built.

Time and time again in our work we’ve seen elegant account strategies fail because the call execution skills just weren’t there. We’re not saying that strategy is unimportant. Our book, Major Account Sales Strategy (McGraw-Hill, 1989), gives clear evidence that overall account strategy is crucial to success in major accounts. The problem that we’ve seen over the years is that no strategy is better than the capacity to execute it and—on an individual call level—execution more often than not lets the strategy down. So what advice would we give you to help your call planning? Three points:

1. First, plan Advances.

2. Then plan what to ask, not what to tell.

3. Use a planning tool to help you prepare.

Take a call you’ll be making in the near future and try this advice out for yourself.

1. First, Plan Advances

In Chapter 4 we talked about call outcomes and the importance of Advances. We explained the distinction between Advances and Continuations.

[image: Images]

Simple though this distinction is, it’s vitally important to successful planning and, even more important, it’s vital to successful selling. One of the differences between top salespeople and their less successful colleagues is that top performers are very clear about the Advances that are possible from each call and they set call objectives based on the highest realistic Advance they can achieve.


Let’s try this out with a call you intend to make.

[image: image] First brainstorm at least five possible Advances you could make from the call.

[image: image] Check that each Advance you have listed is an action that is realistic and that really moves the sale forward.

[image: image] Choose the best of these Advances as your Call Objective. The best Advance is the one that most moves the sale forward while being realistic and achievable.

Finally, choose a fallback objective—a less ambitious Advance that still moves the sale forward but will be easier to achieve if your first Advance proves unobtainable.

Example

Call: New material call on Jeff Love, Buyer at Metco

Now try planning Advances for your own call:

[image: Images]

Call: _____________________________________________________

One of the characteristics of very successful salespeople is their ability to think of a wide range of ingenious Advances. Less successful salespeople often find it difficult to think beyond the most obvious ways to move the sale forward. Use this exercise to stretch your thinking and to generate as wide a range of Advances as possible. We’ve asked here for five, but if you can think of ten, so much the better.

[image: Images]

2. Plan What to Ask, Not What to Tell

Once you’ve selected your first choice Advance and your fallback, what do you do next? You plan the call itself. It’s here that we sometimes play a nasty little trick on salespeople we’re working with. Before we discuss planning, and without any warning, we ask them to take a piece of paper and jot down a quick plan for a sales call they intend to make within the next week.

We then ask them the all-important question: “Did you plan what you were going to tell or what you were going to ask?” Almost 80 percent of our victims have planned what they are going to tell. The 20 percent who have planned what they intend to ask are generally the most experienced and successful members of the group.

If you’d been in one of these groups, what would you have done? Be honest: Would you really have been in the 20 percent who planned questions?

If, like most people, you plan what you intend to tell, then no wonder it’s hard to ask effective questions while you’re selling. Remember:

[image: image] Plan it, or you just won’t do it.

[image: image] If you want to get on the buyer’s side of the table, you must shift from persuading to understanding. Asking questions is the best way to understand your buyer.

The secret to asking effective questions lies in planning them. One way to do this is just to write down a list of questions. That’s how many successful salespeople plan. However, an even better way is to use a planning tool.

3. Use a Planning Tool
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How to Use the SPIN® Call Plan Form

The SPIN® Call Plan form is a simple and intuitive way to plan sales calls. We’ve evolved and tested it with thousands of salespeople. There are copies at the end of the book for you to use in planning other calls. Here are some points to help you get the most from it.

1. Advances

It’s hard to plan good questions if you don’t know where you want the call to go. So always start by planning an Advance that moves the sale forward. Remember that you usually have a choice of Advances. Choose the one that gives you the best combination of forward movement with ease of achievement. The more ambitious your Advance is in terms of forward movement, the more important it is to also plan a fallback objective for the call in case your first Advance proves unachievable.


2. Situation Questions

Plan only essential Situation Questions that give you information you can’t find from other sources. We advise people to plan Situation Questions last. That way they put most of their energy into planning more powerful questions. It’s easy to come up with a long list of Situation Questions that you would like to ask, but doing so won’t help you sell. The skill of planning Situation Questions lies in reducing your list. Ask yourself whether a Situation Question you would like to ask is really essential. If not, particularly if you are selling to a senior executive, it’s better to leave it out.

3. Problem Questions

Plan to uncover at least three problems that you can solve with your products or services. By planning a variety of problems, you’ll have the flexibility to move to a new problem area if the one you first explore turns out to be unproductive. You’ll find it easier to plan Problem Questions if you start by identifying the problem areas you intend to explore and only think of the questions after you have chosen the areas. So, for example, you might first decide that this buyer has problems in the areas of reliability and speed. Once you’ve chosen these areas, you might plan questions such as, “Do you find your present system too slow?” or “How many failures are you getting?”

4. Implication Questions

These are the hardest questions to plan but the ones where planning has the greatest rewards. A single good Implication Question can make the sale. As with Problem Questions, you should identify implication areas first and then frame your Implication Questions. You don’t need many Implication Questions to create impact. A couple of good questions for each problem area will usually be enough.

5. Explicit Needs and Benefits

Remember that a Benefit always meets an Explicit Need. So when you plan the Benefits you hope to offer, each one first depends on developing an Explicit Need. It’s good discipline to plan Explicit Needs and Benefits together because, without Explicit Needs, there will be no Benefits.

Get into the habit of using a call planning tool like this one. Remember that you can’t have an effective sales strategy without good calls. Planning is worth the effort. There’s no other single thing you can do to improve your selling that compares with systematic call planning. Make it a way of life and see how your results improve.

Give Yourself a Periodic Checkup

We are all creatures of habit. Even if we have the right skills, even if we know the correct way, bad habits creep in. We get lazy; we take shortcuts. Imperceptibly, without ever reaching conscious awareness, we develop habit patterns that hurt our selling. Let me give you a personal example.

When I first discovered the SPIN® model, I realized that I needed to improve my own selling. I was doing too much telling. I was jumping in with solutions too quickly. Most of my questions were Situation Questions. In short, the discoverer of the SPIN® model was lousy at selling. But I was determined to change and to take my own medicine. Through lots of practice and through careful planning of my sales calls I slowly improved until—though I say so myself—I was pretty good at it. Even better, my results improved dramatically and I brought in some big orders for Huthwaite, my consulting firm. I thought I was all set for a dynamite career in sales.

Then, with the success of SPIN® Selling, I had the misfortune to become well known.

I was invited to make speeches all over the world, including such exotic places as Cleveland, Ohio. I was on the guru circuit. I talked, I spoke, I expounded. In other words, I was doing a lot of telling and not much seeking. But—and here’s the point of the story—I didn’t realize that bad habits were creeping up on me. In my own mind I was still the same old lovable SPIN® seller who had questioned his way to success.

One day a client asked me to participate in a television documentary about the SPIN® model. They wanted to film me making a sales call to serve as an example for their salespeople. I agreed and so we set up a call and arrived at the buyer’s office complete with video crew. Afterwards, as I watched the tapes, I realized that what I had intended as a shining example was actually a dreadful warning. I counted the questions I had asked. There was a total of seven—and six of them were low-powered Situation Questions. To my horror, I saw that in the months on the guru circuit I had returned to some of my bad habits. I was telling my way through the SPIN® model. Instead of asking Problem Questions, I was telling the buyer about problems. I was explaining implications, not asking about them. It was a disgraceful exhibition and I was thoroughly ashamed of myself.

Since then, I’ve given myself a checkup from time to time to keep myself honest. I advise you to do the same. I take a small tape recorder into the call with me. With the buyer’s permission, I tape the call and analyze it afterwards. These checkups help me see when I’m slipping back into bad habits. They also highlight areas where I need to improve and they help sharpen my skills. I’ve learned a lot from analyzing my own selling.

The next page shows the tool I use to help myself.

This example is from one of my own checkup calls. I asked the buyer if I could tape record the call. Don’t be nervous about doing this. Hundreds of salespeople I’ve worked with use the SPIN® checkup tool. They regularly ask buyers for permission to tape calls. They rarely get refusals and, in many cases, buyers have expressed admiration for the professionalism of people who care enough to work at improving their skills.

Example

[image: Images]

When I got home, before I played the tape, I reread my SPIN® Call Plan to help remind me of what I was trying to achieve in the call and what questions I had planned to ask. I then played the tape once all the way through without stopping. I asked myself these questions:

[image: image] Did the call go as I had planned? In particular, did I achieve the Advance I had hoped for?

[image: image] Was there anything that went well, that I might want to remember for future calls?

[image: image] Was there anything less effective than I would have liked?

Assessing the Call


Did the call go as planned?

Succeeded in getting the planned Advance [an invitation to present a partnering proposal to the General Managers at the Paris meeting] but the client’s lack of interest in follow-up to the Two-Tier Program surprised me. Perhaps I should have tried for a more aggressive Advance like a European pilot.

What went well?

Useful discussion on the market segment model. I must remember to use the “fuel the engine” example in Paris. Good development of implications around the problem of consequences of ineffective executive selling to global accounts.

What wasn’t effective?

Didn’t listen well to Jeff’s concern about reduction of sales costs. On tape he said it three times and I didn’t pick up on it. I still don’t listen when I get enthusiastic.



Here are my actual notes on the answers to these questions:

As you can see, I had a few surprises. You’ll probably find, as I did, that you hear things on the tape that you missed entirely during the call itself. And, with luck, you’ll find some things worth remembering for future calls.

Finally, I replayed the tape, using the SPIN® Form to analyze my questions. Every time I asked a question, I made a tick mark in the appropriate box. That way I could see the number of questions I asked in the call and how they were distributed across the SPIN® categories. Since I’ve done this a lot, I was able to play the tape without stopping while I analyzed the behaviors used in the call. If you haven’t done this before, stop the tape after each behavior while you decide which type of question you asked, or whether you were describing a Feature, an Advantage, or a Benefit.

On the next page you’ll find a blank SPIN® Form for analyzing one of your calls. You’ll find an additional copy at the end of the book.

Analyze One of Your Own Calls

Use this SPIN® Form to analyze a recording of a call you’ve made. If you don’t have an opportunity to record a real call, role play a call with a friend to give you material for this analysis.
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Interpreting Your SPIN® Checkup

What do the numbers from a SPIN® Form mean? In my case, for example, I asked 13 Situation Questions. Is that too few or too many? I asked six Implication Questions. Is that good or bad? The answer is that the precise number matters much less than the overall pattern. I asked more Situation Questions than any other type, but that’s normal. The overall pattern is a good one. I asked about problems [eight Problem Questions] and developed some of those problems with the six Implication Questions and nine Need-payoff Questions I asked.

Where would I like to improve? Two areas could be better. This was a complex call and I think I could usefully have asked even more Implication Questions. Another area that could be improved is Benefits. I gave three Benefits but, listening to the tape, I heard an opportunity for at least one more that I missed.

To help you interpret your own pattern, here are four typical SPIN® profiles:

[image: Images]

Profile 1: Eddie Expert

This is a typical profile of an overzealous expert. Very few questions—in this case just one. Lots of Features—telling more about the product than the buyer could possibly want to know.

Improvement: Ask questions—any questions.
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Profile 2: Just the Facts, Ma’am

This profile is typical of the inexperienced person who feels safe asking for facts. Unfortunately it’s boring to the buyer.

Improvement: Work on planning and asking more Problem Questions, particularly by using the SPIN® Call Plan.
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Profile 3: Go for the Jugular

This is the classic profile of the experienced person who can’t resist jumping in too soon with solutions.

Improvement: Hold back from offering answers. Instead, plan and use Implication Questions.

[image: Images]

Profile 4: Solution-Short

It’s a rarer profile, but sometimes we see sellers like this one who know how to sell but aren’t comfortable talking about their products. They ask good questions, but don’t know the Features, Advantages, and Benefits of their offering.

Improvement: Work on product knowledge.

Your own pattern may not look exactly like any of these profiles. However, by analyzing your selling in this way, you’ll gain new insights into how well you use questions and you’ll see opportunities to improve your selling.

In this chapter we’ve offered advice and tools for sharpening your selling skills. We’ve suggested that you:

[image: image] Get on the buyer’s side of the table, by shifting from persuading to understanding and by shifting from a product or service focus to a buyer focus.

[image: image] Invest in planning, using a tool such as the SPIN® Call Plan.

[image: image] Give yourself a periodic checkup, by recording your calls and analyzing them afterwards.

This approach—and using the Call Plan form and the SPIN® Form—has been field tested by thousands of salespeople. It works. It takes time and effort but, if you could talk with the many people who have used this approach, they would tell you that their investment was worthwhile.
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Getting Help and Helping Others
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Once I was staying with friends in Bombay who took me to a village wedding. Among the musicians was a teenager with a violin. I was struck by two things about him. First, he played the complex raga scales with a fluid elegance that was awesome. The second striking thing was that he didn’t put the violin under his chin as Western musicians are taught to do. He held it upright, like a small cello resting on his knee. I asked if this was the local style of playing and learned that it wasn’t. This young man had inherited the violin from an uncle and, by trial and error, learned how to play it. He never had a single music lesson and, until very recently, had never seen or heard any other violin player, which was why he held the instrument in such a peculiar way. It was a tribute to his determination and ingenuity that he played so well. I couldn’t help thinking, if only he’d had some help from a good teacher, he could easily have been a world-class virtuoso.

Since that day, I’ve come to realize just how unusual that young man was. Very few people are able to develop complex skills alone and unaided. Whether we’re talking about music, art, sports, or selling, most of us need some outside assistance if we hope to improve. We need a teacher, a guide, or a coach. A fieldbook like this can certainly be a help. It can, for example, show you the selling equivalent of how to hold the violin under your chin. But it’s no substitute for another person who can coach you—who can show you the finer points of violin playing. There are a few natural geniuses in this world like the young violinist who can find their own way unassisted. However, most of us need support from another person if we intend to polish and perfect our skills.

Where can you get help? Large organizations usually have some organized way to help their people develop and refine selling skills. They offer training programs or they have experienced sales managers whose job is to coach and guide salespeople. But if you work for a smaller company, you are rarely so lucky. Small organizations usually lack the resources to offer top class training. Their managers are often snowed under with a dozen priorities that leave them with little or no time for helping people develop selling skills. Even worse, if you are selling alone, if you are your company’s only salesperson or you are a one-person organization, then there’s no source of help inside your organization. Over the years, I’ve received many hundreds of calls from people looking for help. They want to go beyond the things that a book can teach, but they haven’t an experienced sales manager or access to a good company training program. What can they do?

Here’s the answer I give. First, be sure you’ve learned all you can reasonably get from teaching yourself. If you’re using a book like this one, set about the kind of systematic planning, practice, and self-analysis that we described in the last chapter. Even without additional help, it’s possible to go a long way if you are prepared to put effort into the exercise material. Next, think about three sources of help. These are:

[image: image] Coaching from a mentor.

[image: image] Two-way coaching.

[image: image] Help from outside organizations.

Let’s examine each option more closely.

Coaching from a Mentor

Your manager, or a more experienced salesperson, may be willing to give you some time to help you develop skills. If you’re lucky enough to have this source of help available to you, use it well. Here are three ways in which an experienced mentor can be invaluable for developing skills.

[image: image] Call Planning

Every minute spent in planning to make a call go right is worth ten spent in reviewing a lost sale or a call that went wrong. Use your mentor to help coach you in planning. And do plan a specific call. That’s a much better use of time than planning overall strategy. Too often we see salespeople go for help to experienced managers or colleagues, then spend their mentor’s scarce time on discussing only the big picture or the overall strategy. But the sad fact is this: No strategy is better than your capacity to execute it. The lowly sales call is a far better place to start improving your skill than flying at 30,000 feet over an account. Use your mentor to help you think about a specific call, about what needs to uncover and what questions to ask.

[image: image] Role Playing

If you have access to a skilled mentor, then there are few better ways to learn than through role playing. After you’ve planned together, role play the call asking your mentor to play the buyer role. If possible, tape record the role play. Then replay the tape asking your mentor to comment. If you get to a section of the tape that you think you handled badly, or where you were unsure what to do, then ask your mentor to role play a suggested alternative way to handle the problem.

[image: image] Real Calls

Best of all, if your mentor has time available, go on a call together. Choose a call that’s not too difficult, such as one involving an existing buyer where the discussion will be relatively easy and routine. Remember that your mentor is there as a coach. That means that you must do the selling. You’ll learn a lot less if your mentor sells for you. The role of the coach is to observe your selling and to give you feedback afterwards.

Two-Way Coaching

Many people don’t have access to an experienced coach or manager. So they feel doomed to learn alone. However, one of the most exciting and interesting ways to improve skills doesn’t need a mentor who has more experience than you possess. It’s called two-way coaching and it’s a method that allows you to learn from others who are also working to improve their selling. The basic idea is simple. Team up with another person who also wants to improve their skills. It doesn’t even have to be someone in your own company, as this example illustrates.

Two-Way Coaching in Action


George S. was a partner in a small accounting firm. He was given the job of clientele development [aka “selling”]. George was not entirely comfortable in this new role because he hadn’t previously done any selling. Nevertheless, he read a few sales books and decided to give it a try. He soon found that very few of his meetings with potential clients were turning into business. Unsure what to do, he talked to a friend of his during a local Chamber of Commerce meeting. This friend was an attorney in a partnership that specialized in real estate and property law. As it happens, the lawyer was just about to take on a similar business development role for his partnership. So they decided to help each other. They met every Friday evening and worked together to plan a call that each intended to make during the following week. They set call objectives and listed questions they intended to ask. Looking back on it, George told us, “We weren’t very sophisticated about how we planned, but planning together turned out to be a big help.” They also reviewed earlier calls at their regular Friday meeting. Sometimes they would ask the client if they could tape record calls. They played the tapes over together and each learned a lot. When George told us about their experiences, he said, “At the start, we were two bright but inexperienced professionals. But, by combining resources, we learned quickly. I got further in a couple of months with two-way coaching than I’d done in the whole year when I’d been selling solo.”



Here are the steps to go through if you want to try two-way coaching.

1. Choose a partner.

As we’ve seen, it doesn’t have to be someone more experienced than you are, or even someone from the same company or the same type of business. The crucial thing is that you both would like to improve your selling and you are both prepared to put effort into helping each other.

2. Agree on a learning contract.

Set out clear principles for how you and your partner will two-way coach. Our suggested rules would be these:

[image: image] Tell it straight. We’ll learn best from straight feedback. So we won’t pretend things were effective if they weren’t. We’ll tell it as it is, not say things to boost each other’s egos. Mutual admiration societies don’t build skills.

[image: image] Place facts before interpretations. When we listen together to a tape of a call, or a tape we’ve made of ourselves role playing, we’ll always begin by discussing the objective facts, such as, “You asked three Problem Questions in that section” before we go on to interpretations such as, “I didn’t think that was a very good question to ask.”

[image: image] Keep it confidential. We’re going to learn things about each other and our skills. We’ll keep this between us and not discuss the content of our two-way coaching discussions with others.

3. Plan together.

When you get together, plan two calls, one call each that you’ll be making before your next meeting. Plan the Advance and the questions you intend to ask. Use the Call Plan from this Fieldbook as your basic planning guide and discussion document. Explain to each other why a particular question would help uncover or develop needs and give each other suggestions for additional questions.

4. Record the call.

Most buyers are very receptive to having the call recorded, especially if you explain that you planned it with a colleague who can’t be at the meeting but who was interested in hearing what happened.

5. Review it together.

Use the SPIN® Form from the last chapter to analyze and discuss the call. Remember that it’s facts first and interpretations second.

6. Keep it up.

You won’t learn much from doing it just once. The plan–do–review cycle must be repeated several times before it starts to work. Most people who have tried two-way coaching say that you should give it four or five meetings before you see real results.

Two-way coaching [or Peer Coaching as it’s sometimes called] holds great potential. We think that it’s an exciting way to set about improving skills. If you decide to look for coaching help, either from a mentor or from two-way coaching, you might find it useful to read the chapter on sales coaching in our book Managing Major Sales (Rackham and Ruff, Harper Collins, 1991).

Help from Outside Organizations

A final option is to look for help from consultants or training organizations who run sales training programs. I say “final option” because I’ve generally thought of this as a last resort. Many of the programs offered to the public at large by the thousands of sales training vendors are low-level and ineffective. It’s hard to sort out which ones offer real value and which are a waste of time and money. How can you make sure that training or seminars offered by outside organizations will really help your selling? Here are a few hints to help you.

[image: image] Beware of extravagant claims.

Any program that suggests it can “double your sales,” let you “close every deal,” or “have buyers eating out of your hand” is likely to be pure snake oil. The responsible vendors are the ones who make modest claims.

[image: image] Beware of “new and dramatic breakthrough” programs.

Every few months we come across claims that someone has found a dramatic new approach to selling. Invariably, when we look closely, we have been disappointed. The only dramatic thing about most of these programs is their marketing hype.

[image: image] Beware of “as used by IBM and other (rich and famous) companies” claims.

While I was working for Xerox, we trained more than three thousand of their salespeople and, in the process, got to know their training very well. So we were surprised to see, in a sales magazine, a program we’d never even heard of advertising itself as “the sales training that Xerox uses.” Xerox trainers were also puzzled. So they checked it out. They found that the “as used by” claim was based on the fact that two people from a branch of Xerox had been on the program. Like most large companies Xerox sent a participant to every new seminar just to check out whether there was anything interesting. I wonder how many people responded to the advertisement thinking that they were getting something widely used and endorsed by Xerox.

Caveat emptor. There are excellent training vendors out there who can really help you. But don’t be taken in by the claims of those who are more interested in your money than your needs. Check references carefully. Look at track records. Ask to talk with satisfied users, and, if possible, to a company that has put more than 100 people through the program. In that way you can tell that someone thought the program worthwhile enough to put several groups through it.

Of course, we too are in the training business and would love to help you. (After all, who knows the SPIN® model better than we do?) But, whether you get help from this Fieldbook alone, from coaching with other people, or from outside sources like ourselves, the important thing is that you work to improve your selling. Effective selling is the proverbial long journey that starts with a single step. It’s our hope that our research and this book have helped you a mile or two along the road to success.




If you enjoyed this book, discover your next great read with the following excerpt.

[image: Cover Image]




1
Sales Behavior
and Sales Success

The V.P. of Sales met me at O’Hare airport and within minutes we were driving through the Chicago suburbs. He wasted no time in getting down to business. “The reason I want you to do this research,” he explained, “is because our sales are about 30 percent lower than they should be. As you know, we’re a Fortune 100 company and we invest a lot in recruiting and training. Yet I’m not getting the results I’m looking for. I want your research people to travel with some of my sales reps and find out what’s wrong.”

This was a perfect opportunity. My organization, Huthwaite, had been working for several years to develop a method called behavior analysis, which allowed us to watch salespeople at work and to figure out which of the sales behaviors they used were the ones most linked to success. I jumped at the chance to try our new methods. Using our research team and some managers from the V.P.’s own organization, we went out in the field to watch how his people behaved in sales calls.

Two months later we were ready to meet with him again to share our findings. In the meeting room, as I stood up to speak to the V.P. and his sales management team I knew he wouldn’t like what we were about to say. I decided to take him through the easy bits first, so I said that we’d observed 93 calls and that we’d been out with some of his best performers and with some who were—I searched for a delicate word—well, less than best.

“Yes,” he said impatiently. “You don’t have to remind me. What did you find?”

I answered cautiously. “Let’s first discuss what’s going on in the successful sales calls,” I suggested, “and see what’s different about them. We found...”

“Let me guess,” he interrupted. “You went out with some of our superstars. I think I know what’s different about their calls. They’re good closers. Am I right?”

I hesitated for a moment. “Not exactly,” I answered, “at least not if you mean that they use a lot of closing techniques. In fact, in your successful calls we recorded a lot fewer closes than in the calls that failed.”

“I find that hard to believe,” he protested. “What else did you find?” Before I could reply, a thought struck him. “I guess objection handling could be just as important as closing,” he conceded. “Maybe my top people are better at overcoming objections.”

Something told me this was going to be a difficult meeting. “Uh, again, not exactly,” I answered. “We found that your successful calls contained very few objections. In terms of objection-handling skills, I don’t think your top people were any better than your poorer people.”

That was clearly the wrong thing to say. One of the sales managers present helpfully tried to get the meeting back on track. “Why don’t you tell us what you found about probing skills?” he suggested. “I think that this would be more useful.”

The V.P. brightened up noticeably. “Yes,” he said, “probing skills are very important. When I’m invited to address sales-training classes, I always stress how essential it is in selling to ask good questions. Lots of open questions—you know, the ones that can’t be answered in one word. I tell new people to avoid closed questions and concentrate on asking more of those open questions. I guess that’s what you found my good people were doing?”

I was cornered and in trouble. With real desperation in my voice, I replied, “You’re quite right that good probing skills are important. But from watching your people sell, it doesn’t seem to matter whether their questions are open or closed. In fact, your best people aren’t any different from your worst in terms of how they use open and closed questions.”

The V.P. was indignant. “Are you serious?” he asked incredulously. “Do you realize that you’ve just taken the three most important areas of selling—closing, objection handling, and probing—and told me they don’t matter?” He looked around the table and asked, “Isn’t that what this guy’s saying?” There was an awkward silence. Finally one of his junior managers spoke, picking his words with care.

“If what he’s saying is right,” the junior manager began cautiously, “and I must emphasize if, then we’ve been wasting a whole lot of time and money on our sales training. After all, that’s exactly what we’re training people to do—to uncover needs with open and closed questions, to overcome objections, and to close for the business.”

The V.P. thought for a moment. “That’s right,” he said. “Those are the three key things we teach our salespeople. And not only us—that’s what other big corporations teach their people too.” He searched his memory. “That’s what IBM teaches,” he said. “GTE does, Xerox does, AT&T too.”

“And Honeywell, and Exxon,” added one of his managers.

“I was in Kodak,” said another, “and those were the three key things in their sales training.”

The V.P. turned to me. “I don’t want to cast doubt on your research ability,” he said, “and I thank you for your efforts. However, I’m sure you’ll understand that your findings go against our experience—and the experience of other major corporations—so I’ve got to believe your conclusions are wrong.”

That ended the meeting. As a young and little-known researcher, I didn’t have the firepower to challenge the sales-training wisdom of the world’s leading companies. I licked my wounds during the flight home, and, being honest about it, had to admit that my evidence wasn’t strong enough to be convincing. If I’d been in the V.P.’s shoes, I wouldn’t have listened either.

Since that uncomfortable meeting, my colleagues and I have collected much more compelling evidence. We’ve spent 10 years analyzing over 35,000 sales transactions. We’ve studied 116 factors that might play some part in sales performance, and we’ve researched effective selling in 27 countries. Our studies constitute the largest-ever investigation into sales success. Now, having had the benefit of an additional million dollars of systematic research, we could give that V.P. some convincing answers. We could tell him, for example:

[image: Images]  His sales training was fine for low-value sales. What we had discovered was that the traditional selling methods his people were using ceased to work as the sales grew larger. This was why his top people, who were making high-value sales, no longer relied on such techniques as objection handling and closing.

[image: Images]  We now know that there are much more effective techniques that successful people use in major sales. At the time we didn’t understand these methods well enough to describe them convincingly, but now we’d be able to tell the V.P. how his top people were using a powerful probing (or investigating) strategy called SPIN and that this, more than any other selling skills, accounted for their success.


What’s more, we could also tell him something equally convincing about the companies he listed who were teaching the traditional models of probing with open and closed questions, overcoming objections, and closing. Although neither of us knew it at the time, many of these corporations were becoming distinctly unhappy about the usefulness of this traditional core of selling skills. More than two-thirds of the companies listed during the meeting have come to Huthwaite in the last 5 years to ask us to redesign their major-account sales training. Based on our research into what makes success in the larger sale, we’ve helped them replace traditional models of how to sell with new and more powerful training.

Success in the Larger Sale

Research has an inconvenient way of coming up with evidence that the researchers sometimes wish they’d never found. That’s what happened to me. I was perfectly content with traditional theories of how to sell. When we started our investigations, our aim was to show that classic sales-training methods really worked and had a positive impact on sales success. It was only after we found a consistent failure of sales training to improve results in major sales that we began the long research road that led to the development of the methods described in this book. Before our research, I was happy to think of selling in the traditional terms that our findings now challenge. I was taught—and perhaps you were taught this too—that a sales call consists of some simple and distinct steps:

1. Opening the call. The classic theories of selling teach that the most effective method for opening sales calls is to find ways to relate to the buyer’s personal interests and to make initial benefit statements. As described in Chapter 7, our research shows that these opening methods may be effective in small sales but that they have a doubtful success record in larger sales.

2. Investigating needs. Almost everybody who’s been through sales training in the last 60 years has been taught about open and closed questions. These classic questioning methods may work in small sales, but they certainly won’t help you in bigger ones. Later in this chapter I’ll introduce you to a more effective method of Investigating, which we discovered from the analysis of several thousand successful sales calls and from watching some of the world’s top salespeople in action.


3. Giving benefits. Once you’ve uncovered needs, traditional sales training teaches you to give benefits that show how the features of your product or service can be used or can help the customer. Offering benefits in this way can be very successful in the small sale, but in the large one it fails entirely. Chapter 5 introduces a new type of benefit that research shows is successful in large sales.


4. Objection handling. You’ve probably been taught that overcoming objections is a vital skill for sales success, and you’ll know about the standard objection-handling techniques, such as clarifying the objection and rewording it in a way you can meet. These objection-handling skills are fine when you’re making small sales, but in major sales they contribute very little to your sales effectiveness. Successful sellers concentrate on objection prevention, not on objection handling; based on our analysis of how they do it, Chapter 6 describes methods that you can use to cut the number of objections you get from your customers by more than half.

5. Closing techniques. The closing techniques that can be effective in smaller accounts will actually lose you business as the sales grow larger. Most of the commonly taught closing techniques just don’t work for major sales. Chapter 2 describes effective ways of obtaining customer commitment in these sales.

In summary, the traditional selling models, methods, and techniques that most of us have been trained to use work best in small sales. For now, let me define small as a sale which can normally be completed in a single call and which involves a low dollar value. Unfortunately, these tried-and-true low-value sales techniques—most of them dating from the 1920s—don’t work today in complex high-value sales. The problem with these techniques isn’t that they are outdated; people wouldn’t still be using them after 60 years unless they had something valid to offer. Their inadequacy, and my reason for this book, is that these techniques work effectively only in very simple low-value sales. Because most writers and training designers have made the inaccurate assumption that what works in a small sale will automatically work in a large one, people have unfortunately come to assume that these traditional techniques are equally valid in major sales, but in this book I’ll be showing you that what works in small sales can hurt your success as the sales grow larger—and I’ll be sharing with you our research findings that have uncovered new and better models for success in large sales.

The Major Sale

I’m writing this book for people whose business is the major sale—and who, like me, have become dissatisfied with the effectiveness of traditional sales models and are looking for something more sophisticated. Many of the major-account salespeople I work with complain that traditional sales training treats them as if they were selling used cars. What’s worse, it treats their customers as simpletons waiting to be exploited by verbal trickery and manipulation. Programs of this kind, regrettably, are the rule in most organizations rather than the exception—and their recommendations are a recipe for disaster in major sales. The main purpose of our research has been to replace these simplistic models with ones specially designed for the high-level business interaction that major sales demand.

There’s been more written about the definition of major sales than about how to sell successfully once you’ve defined them. I’m not going to bore you with definitions. I’m sure that whatever the term you use—whether you talk of major-account sales, big-ticket sales, system sales, large accounts, bulk sales, or just “the big ones”—you know a major sale when you meet one.

What I shall do is briefly run through some of the characteristics of major sales in terms of customer psychology. It’s the changes in customer perceptions and behavior that make major sales different. Let’s look at what some of these differences are and how they can affect your selling.

Length of Selling Cycle

Whereas a simple low-value sale can often be completed in one call, a major sale may require many calls spread over a period of months. One of my former classmates selling in the aircraft industry once went 3 years without making a single sale. On the face of it, it sounds like I’m just making the obvious point that major sales take longer. But there’s more to it than this. What’s really important is that multi-call sales have a completely different psychology from single-call sales. A key factor is that in a single-call sale the buying decision is usually taken then and there with the seller present, but in a multi-call sale the most important discussions and deliberations go on when the seller isn’t present, during the interval between calls.

Just suppose I’m a brilliant orator who can give a truly compelling product pitch. I’m likely to do well in the single-call sale. This is because the person I’m selling to can be sufficiently impressed by the excellence of my pitch to say yes on the spot and give me an order. But what happens if it’s a longer selling cycle, so that I don’t take the order immediately after I’ve made my pitch? How much of what I’ve said will the customer remember tomorrow after I’ve gone? Could the customer repeat my smoothly polished presentation to her boss?

Questions like these prompted us to do a small study in an office products company, where we found that less than half of the key points the sellers covered in their product presentations were remembered by customers a week later. What’s worse, customers who told us immediately after the presentation that they were likely to buy had lost most of their enthusiasm for the product within a week.

A good product pitch can have a temporary effect on a customer, but a few days later it’s largely gone. So if you can get a decision on the spot—as you usually can in a one-call sale—then there’s no reason why you shouldn’t use the temporary effect of a product pitch to raise customer enthusiasm and help you get the business immediately. But woe betide you if you can’t get an instant decision. By next week your customers will have forgotten most of what you’ve said and will have lost their enthusiasm for your product.

Another of our findings, which we’ll examine in much more detail in Chapter 6, was that in the one-call sale you could sell by pushing your product, overcoming any objections, and closing hard for the business—but that in a multi-call sale this style was usually dangerously unsuccessful. Why? Perhaps your own experience as a buyer gives the answer. I can remember, for example, going into a car showroom a few months ago. The seller was one of those pushy types who overpopulate the motor trade. After a couple of perfunctory questions, he gave me a really hard sell, using all the classic closes in the book. I wasn’t ready to decide, so his pressure was both unwelcome and irritating. After I finally escaped, I made all sorts of solemn vows never to return to that showroom. I’m sure you’ve had the same kind of experience. Few customers will elect to go back for a repeat dose of pressure. In terms of your own selling, if you pressure a potential customer, then he or she won’t want to meet you again. The rule seems to be that it’s OK to be pushy if you can take the order there and then, but once you and your customer part company without an order, your pushiness has reduced your chance of final success. And because the customer doesn’t want to talk with you again, you may never discover where you went wrong. So while a pushy or hard-sell style may work in smaller sales, it generally acts against you when several calls are needed to take the business.

Size of Customer’s Commitment

Almost by definition, large purchases involve bigger decisions from the customer, and this alters the psychology of the sale. In a small sale the customer is less conscious of value. As the size of the sale increases, successful salespeople must build up the perceived value of their products or services. The building of perceived value is probably the single most important selling skill in larger sales. We’ve studied it in detail, and several chapters of this book are devoted to how to increase the value of what you offer your customers.

Several years ago we started a study that, because of a reorganization in our client’s sales force, was never completed. This is a pity, because it was all about how the need to sell value increases as the sale gets larger. The client, who sold high-cost products, had asked us to advise on whether it was possible to recruit new salespeople whose only previous selling experience had been with cheaper goods. At the point where the project was stopped, we were coming up with some interesting answers. We found that the salespeople who didn’t successfully transfer to handling larger sales were those who had difficulty building the customer’s perception of value.

I remember meeting one of these less successful people at the Buffalo airport before going out with him to make some calls. He was sitting on a bench with his briefcase open and was surrounded by enough product literature to keep a paper-recycling factory in business for months. He explained, miserably, that he was learning product details because he thought it would help him be more successful. “In my last job,” he explained, “I was selling consumer goods and it was my product knowledge that made all the difference.” He may have been right, but it was his product knowledge that prevented him from being successful an hour later as I watched him fail to convince an office manager to buy a large copying system. The customer was understandably nervous at the thought of spending tens of thousands of dollars. The seller tried to cope with this uncertainty by talking in detail about the product, displaying all his newly acquired product knowledge. It didn’t work. The reason why the customer wouldn’t buy was that she didn’t see enough value to justify so large a decision. After all, her present copiers worked relatively well. It was true that there were some reliability problems and that the copy quality wasn’t great, but did these justify spending a five-figure sum to put them right? Not on your life—and all the seller’s carefully memorized product knowledge couldn’t alter the basic fact that his customer didn’t perceive value.

How should he have handled the call? Later chapters on the SPIN methods will show in detail how to build increased value in cases such as this. But the message to take now from the call in Buffalo is that what may work well in the smaller sale can act against you in the large ones.

The Ongoing Relationship

Most large sales involve an ongoing relationship with the customer. Partly, this is because major purchases usually require some post-sale support—which means that the buyer and seller must meet one or more times after the sale. Also, the people selling major goods or services usually generate most of their business from developing their existing customers. In contrast, a smaller sale may often be a one-off event where the buyer will never meet the seller again.

How does the length of the relationship affect customer-decision psychology? Perhaps the easiest way to illustrate it is through a personal example. Nowadays, as president of the company, I’m more often doing the buying than the selling. A few weeks ago, as a buyer, I had the perfect illustration of how the ongoing relationship of a large sale can influence decisions. I was involved in two sales on the same day. The first sale was a small one. I needed a new overhead projector for my office, so I had asked a local supplier to send a sales rep to talk with me. The character who appeared was a remarkably unlovely individual who wouldn’t have been out of place selling indecent photographs in the back streets of Rio. “It’s your lucky day,” he began, “I’m sure you can’t wait to hear the deal I’ve got for you!” Actually, what I couldn’t wait to do was to get him out of my office. But his price was good, I needed a projector, and I’d never have to see him again. So I cut short his sales pitch, gave him the order, and sent him on his way in 5 minutes flat. From his point of view, it was a successful sale. In most senses it was also successful for me as a buyer. I’d gotten a new projector at a good price—and all it took was 5 sleazy minutes.

Later that day I was involved in a much more significant sale. We were thinking of changing both the hardware and the software of our accounting system. The change would mean a couple of new computers, an integrated suite of accounting software, and 6 months of time to put the whole thing together. I estimated we were talking about at least a $70,000 decision. The seller was a reasonable enough person—perhaps a little shallow and maybe just a bit too anxious to do business—but certainly a great improvement on the overhead-projector rep I’d bought from earlier in the day. Nevertheless, as the sales call progressed, I found myself becoming hesitant. As in the overhead-projector sale, the price was good—and I certainly needed a new system—but I was increasingly reluctant to go ahead. “We’ll think about it and let you know,” I told him. Afterward, when I analyzed what had happened, I realized that my hesitation with the computer system was that I wasn’t so much buying a product as entering a relationship. Unlike the case of the overhead projector, where I fervently hoped I’d never have to see the seller again, with the computer I was entering into a decision where I would have to work with the seller over a period of months. And I wasn’t certain that I wanted to do this.

What’s the moral of the story? Once again it shows that what works in smaller sales may become quite inappropriate as the size of the decision increases. In a small sale it’s relatively easy to separate the seller from the product. Although I hated the projector seller, I liked his product enough to buy it. But with the larger decision, seller and product become much harder to separate. Although I liked the computer system, there was no way I could buy it without also buying a relationship with the seller. Because large decisions usually entail an ongoing involvement with the customer, they demand a different selling style. Later chapters will analyze what this difference is and how to use it to build lasting customer relationships.

If you’re anything like the major-account salespeople I work with, you’ll sometimes feel like a very small cog in a very big and impersonal sales machine. It’s often difficult to see that your work has any measurable impact. So it should be comforting to know that, as the sale grows larger, the customer puts more emphasis on the salesperson as a factor in the decision. In a large sale, product and seller may become inseparable in the customer’s mind.

The Risk of Mistakes

In a small sale, customers can afford to take more risks because the consequences of mistakes are relatively small. In my own case I’ve a whole closet full of gadgets I’ve bought that didn’t work or weren’t half as useful as I imagined they were going to be. Right now, the top shelf contains, among other things, two automatic dialers, a fancy coffee maker, and a clock that speaks the time every hour in an improbable electronic accent. I like to think I’m not the only one who buys useless things from time to time—maybe you’ve a similar shelf of your own. In all my inappropriate purchases there’s been a common factor—nobody else need ever know I’ve made a mistake. If it was a business decision, I’ve been able to hide it in my budget somewhere so that even Betty, our eagle-eyed and chronically suspicious budget controller, can’t find out.

But it’s different with a bigger decision. If I buy the wrong car, I can’t put it on a shelf where my wife won’t notice it. When I’m looking for a new computer, at least 10 people in my company play some part in the decision, and everybody will use it once it’s installed. So if the computer doesn’t work, then my whole company knows I made a bad choice. Larger decisions are more public and a bad decision is much more visible.

Customers become more cautious as the decision size increases. Purchase price is one factor that increases caution, but fear of making a public mistake may be even more important. I once had a client in London who cheerfully bought a $40,000 research project from me after just one morning’s selling. The decision involved his budget and nobody else’s. If the research didn’t work out, he had a way to bury the cost so that he would be the only one to know. On the other hand, I had to negotiate much longer and harder with that same individual to get him to spend an additional $1500 in an area where his colleagues would be directly involved.

The Four Stages of a Sales Call

Major sales are significantly different from smaller sales in terms of customer psychology. As a result, they require some very different selling skills. It would be tempting, based on these psychological differences, to go further and to argue that everything about the major sale should be unique and different, but this would be just as untrue as the traditional assumption that all sales, whether large or small, require identical skills. However, one of the simplest models of a sales call does seem to be applicable to any size of sale; almost every sales call you can think of, from the simplest to the most sophisticated, goes through four distinct stages (Figure 1.1):

[image: Images]

Figure 1.1. The four stages of a sales call.

1. Preliminaries. These are the warming-up events that occur before the serious selling begins. They include such things as the way you introduce yourself and how you begin the conversation. Some people believe that the Preliminaries are much more important than the word suggests. I’ve been confidently told by a number of very successful salespeople that it’s during the first 2 minutes of a call that the customer forms crucial initial impressions that will influence the rest of the sale. How important is this initial impact? How much do first impressions count? I’ll be sharing with you in Chapter 7 some research that led us to conclude that in larger sales the Preliminaries have less influence on success than we’d first thought.

2. Investigating. Almost every sale involves finding something out by asking questions. You may be uncovering needs or getting a better understanding of your customers and their organizations. As we’ll see, this is much more than the simple collection of data. Investigating is the most important of all selling skills, and it’s particularly crucial in larger sales. In Appendix A you’ll find some case studies which show that the average person in major-account selling can increase overall sales volume by more than 20 percent by developing improved Investigating skills.

3. Demonstrating Capability. In most calls you will need to demonstrate to customers that you’ve something worthwhile to offer. Most of us in larger sales are selling solutions to customer problems. In the Demonstrating Capability stage of the call, you have to show customers that you have a solution and that it makes a worthwhile contribution to helping solve their problems. Sometimes you demonstrate capability by a formal presentation, sometimes by actually showing your product in action, and sometimes by describing some potential benefits that you could provide. But however you do it, in almost every sales call you must convince your customer that you’ve something to offer. There are some very effective ways to demonstrate capability in the major sale, but as we’ll see in Chapter 5, some of the methods for Demonstrating Capability in smaller sales will no longer work for you as the size of the sale increases.

4. Obtaining Commitment. Finally, a successful sales call will end with some sort of commitment from the customer. In smaller sales the commitment is usually in the form of a purchase, but in larger sales there may be a whole range of other commitments you have to obtain before you reach the order stage. Your call objective may, for example, be to get the customer’s agreement to attend a product demonstration, or to test a new material, or to give you access to a higher level of decision maker, and in none of these cases is the commitment an order. Larger sales contain a number of intermediate steps that we call Advances. Each step advances the customer’s commitment toward the final decision. It’s in this area, unfortunately, that the classic closing techniques taught in most sales-training programs are ineffective and may even hurt your chances of success.

These four stages—Preliminaries, Investigating, Demonstrating Capability, and Obtaining Commitment—are present in almost every sales call. Although this four-stage model is a very simple one, my colleagues and I have found it useful because it has allowed us to break sales calls down into a series of steps that we can study individually. I’ll be returning to it throughout the book, using it to provide a structure for explaining some of our research findings.

Of course, the importance of each step will vary with the type of call. I remember once watching a southern banker in Kentucky selling trust services to a customer who looked like Colonel Sanders’s twin brother. In this case the Preliminaries took up almost 80 percent of the discussion. Before either party was ready to talk about business, there was a careful “sniffing-out” process that established some of the things essential to doing business in the rural south, such as where you were from, who you knew, and whether your uncle kept horses. Only after an hour of cautious social talk was the customer ready to reveal something of his business needs.

In contrast, I recall the first time I ever went on a sales call in the garment district of New York. There were no chairs in the buyer’s office. I assumed this meant that we weren’t supposed to stay long enough to sit down. On the wall behind the buyer’s desk was a stark notice: “Spit it out and get out.” In this call the Preliminaries consisted of “Hello, I’ll be brief” from the seller and a grunt from the buyer.

Sometimes the Investigating stage can take up almost the whole call. In selling consulting services, for example, you would have to find out a great deal about the customer’s needs before you could determine whether there would be a basis for a business relationship. I’ve watched an all-day sales call by a management consultant where all but 15 minutes was spent on Investigating. But at the other extreme, I’ve seen calls where the Investigating stage consisted of just one question, the rest of the call being taken up by an elaborate product demonstration.

So the exact balance of the four stages will depend on the type of call, its purpose, and where it comes in the sales cycle. But most calls do include all four stages, even if some of them are very brief.

Which Stage Is Most Important?

Are all four of these stages equally important in ensuring that a call will be successful, or is one more vital than the others? If you judge from the emphasis given it by sales training, by books on selling, or by experienced sales managers, then the Obtaining Commitment stage has to come out as the clear winner in terms of importance.

Let me quote from a sales manager in Rochester who, during our research, wrote me a letter explaining why he thought Obtaining Commitment was the most crucial stage of the call: “The bottom line,” he wrote, “is that if you can’t close, you can’t sell. I’m convinced that most salespeople suffer from being weak closers. If there’s one thing I wish my people would do better, it’s being able to obtain commitment from the customer by stronger closing.” I’m sure that most practicing sales managers would share his view.

The reason why I raise the question about the relative importance of the four call stages is that the answer depends on the size of the sale. In small sales, there’s some evidence to suggest that the manager who wrote to me is correct. The people who are good at obtaining commitment—the strong closers, as he would put it—are indeed very successful in smaller sales. In the major sale it’s a different story.

The Investigating Stage

Success in the larger sale depends, more than anything else, on how the Investigating stage of the call is handled. We’ve collected data on Investigating skills from massive studies involving many thousands of sales calls.

Let’s begin by reviewing the Investigating stage of the call and why it’s so important. Almost every call, I’ve said, involves Investigating—finding something out from the customer that will enable you to sell more effectively—and to investigate, you must ask questions. Each one of our early studies of selling, in the late 1960s, came up with the same fundamental finding: There were a lot more questions in successful calls, those leading to Orders and Advances, than in those calls which resulted in Continuations and No-sales, which we classified as unsuccessful.


Questions and Success

There’s no doubt about it, questions persuade more powerfully than any other form of verbal behavior. And this is not just in selling. Studies of negotiations, management interactions, performance interviews, and group discussions—to name just a few of the areas studied by Huthwaite and other research teams—have all come up with the same basic fact. There is a clear statistical association between the use of questions and the success of the interaction. The more you ask questions, the more successful the interaction is likely to be. And some types of questions are more powerful than others.

Now it’s been standard practice in selling to distinguish between two types of questions, open and closed:

[image: Images]  Closed questions can be answered with a single word, often “yes” or “no.” Typical examples of closed questions would be “Do you make the purchasing decisions?” or “Is your existing business more than 5 years old?” In some training programs these are called directive probes.

[image: Images]  Open questions require a longer answer. Typical examples would be “Could you tell me something about your business?” or “Why is that important to you?” Open questions are sometimes called nondirective probes.

This isn’t a new concept. E. K. Strong was writing about selling with open and closed questions in 1925, and there’s some evidence that the distinction goes back well before then. Most writers during the last 60 years have adopted the distinction between open and closed questions and have generally made the following points about them:

[image: Images]  Open questions are more powerful than closed questions because they get the customer talking and often reveal unexpected information.

[image: Images]  Closed questions are less powerful, although they are useful with certain customer types, such as the garrulous buyer who can’t stop talking.

[image: Images]  Even though closed questions are less powerful, you may be forced to use them in certain types of calls—for example, where very little time is available. However, some writers challenge this.

[image: Images]  Open questions are particularly important to success in the larger sale, although closed questions can be successful if the sale is small.

[image: Images]  A general goal of sales training should be to help people ask more open questions.

These conclusions, on the face of it, seem perfectly reasonable and logical. But are they valid? As far as we could tell, nobody had ever scientifically investigated whether call success was influenced by the use of open or closed questions. It seemed an ideal area for some research.

We carried out several studies and were astonished to find that there is no measurable relationship between the use of open questions and success. In one manufacturing company, we tracked 120 calls and found that calls high in closed questions were just as likely to lead to orders and advances. In another study in a high-tech company, we found no differences in the mix of open and closed questions between top and average performers. Some of the best salespeople in this very successful company didn’t ask any open questions during the calls where they were observed; every one of their questions could be answered with a single word. At the other extreme, several of the top people only asked open questions. Some used a mixture of the two. There was no identifiable relationship between success and the use of open or closed questions. We even carried out some studies to find whether successful people tended to start the call with open questions and then move to closed questions as the discussion progressed. We found that some successful salespeople did indeed adopt this pattern. But we also found an equal number of cases where people were successful by starting with closed questions and then moving progressively toward open questions. In other words, none of our studies showed that the classic distinction between open and closed questions has any meaning in high-value sales calls.

Most major companies are spending a fortune teaching people a distinction that—at least in the larger sale—does nothing useful in terms of improving sales results. At a conservative estimate, corporations across the world are spending upwards of a billion dollars a year on sales training that teaches their people an irrelevant questioning technique. Even more incredible, until our little study nobody had ever carried out objective research to discover whether there was any validity in all that was being taught about open and closed questions.

A New Direction

We decided that the focus of our research would be to develop new and positive questioning models that could replace the old ones, which were proving so unsatisfactory. From watching sales calls, it was clear that successful people didn’t just ask random questions. There was a distinct pattern in the successful call. If only we could tie this successful pattern down, we’d have a better way to think about Investigating than the seemingly irrelevant distinction between open and closed questions.


As you’ll see in the following chapters, we found that questions in the successful call tend to fall into a sequence we call SPIN. In summary, the SPIN sequence of questions is:

1. Situation Questions. At the start of the call, successful people tend to ask data-gathering questions about facts and background. Typical Situation Questions would be “How long have you had your present equipment?” or “Could you tell me about your company’s growth plans?” Although Situation Questions have an important fact-finding role, successful people don’t overuse them because too many can bore or irritate the buyer.

2. Problem Questions. Once sufficient information has been established about the buyer’s situation, successful people tend to move to a second type of question. They ask, for example, “Is this operation difficult to perform?” or “Are you worried about the quality you get from your old machine?” Questions like these, which we call Problem Questions, explore problems, difficulties, and dissatisfactions in areas where the seller’s product can help. Inexperienced people generally don’t ask enough Problem Questions.

3. Implication Questions. In smaller sales, sellers can be very successful if they just know how to ask good Situation and Problem Questions. In larger sales this is not enough; successful people need to ask a third type of question. This third type is more complex and sophisticated. It’s called an Implication Question, and typical examples would be “How will this problem affect your future profitability?” or “What effect does this reject rate have on customer satisfaction?” Implication Questions take a customer problem and explore its effects or consequences. As we’ll see, by asking Implication Questions successful people help the customer understand a problem’s seriousness or urgency. Implication Questions are particularly important in large sales, and even very experienced salespeople rarely ask them well. We’ll be giving a lot of attention to Implication Questions in this book.

4. Need-payoff Questions. Finally, we found that very successful salespeople ask a fourth type of question during the Investigating stage. It’s called a Need-payoff Question, and typical examples would be “Would it be useful to speed this operation by 10 percent?” or “If we could improve the quality of this operation, how would that help you?” Need-payoff Questions have several uses, as we’ll see in Chapter 4. For now, perhaps the most important one is that they get the customer to tell you the benefits that your solution could offer. Need-payoff Questions have a very strong relationship to sales success. It’s been common, in our studies, to find that top performers ask more than 10 times as many Need-payoff Questions per call as do average performers.

The SPIN Model

These four types of questions—Situation, Problem, Implication, and Need-payoff—form a powerful questioning sequence that successful people use during the all-important Investigating stage of the call. I must emphasize that it’s not a rigid sequence. Top people don’t ask all their Situation Questions before moving on to Problem Questions, for example. But it would generally be true that Situation Questions are mostly asked early in the call and that the other questions broadly follow in the S-P-I-N sequence.

In this book I’ll be looking closely at these SPIN questions and showing you ways to use them to improve your success in major sales. I’ll be drawing on Huthwaite’s research studies, but even more, I’ll be using the experience of my training colleagues, Dick Ruff and John Wilson, who have designed programs that have helped tens of thousands of major-account salespeople from Fortune 500 companies to improve their selling skills and their sales performance. The SPIN questions work because they are derived from watching successful people in action. We hope that, like thousands before you, you’ll find SPIN a very practical sales tool.




SPIN® Forms
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WORKSHEET—PROBLEMS SOLVED BY YOUR PRODUCT/SERVICE

Product or Service: _____________________      Customer: ________________________
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WORKSHEET—WORKING BACKWARD TO THE PROBLEM
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GETTING HELP FROM HUTHWAITE


Huthwaite, Inc. is an organization focused on helping companies improve sales productivity. Our work is derived from extensive research and analysis, and is based on the notion that successful selling should be nonadversarial, customer-centered, and needs-driven.

We offer a variety of training programs, workshops, seminars, and consulting services to help organizations assess and improve sales effectiveness.

We would welcome hearing from you about your own selling successes, concerns, and needs. Write or call and let us know what’s working for your company, where you’d like to see/get improvement, and how we might help you.

For further reading, Major Account Sales Strategy (Neil Rackham, McGraw-Hill, 1989) offers powerful strategies for selling to major accounts, based on the entire buyer decision process, and provides models and tools to take sales effectiveness to the next level.

Huthwaite, Inc.
Wheatland Manor
15164 Berlin Turnpike
Purcellville, VA 22132
United States

(540) 882-3212
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il resyenr:
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You've established basic facts about the buyer’s D D
sihintion sl voure Wond e What &b fest.





ops/f0079-01.jpg





ops/t0022-01.jpg
Potential Benefit Your Product or
Service Offers

Need-payoff Question to Get the Buyer to
Tell You the Benefit

Our system s easy to use.

What advantages would you see from a system
that could be used by untrained operators?

There's a very short set-up time.

If you could cut your present setup time by half,
what would that do to your output?

We have attractive leasing terms.

Would it help your cash position if you could get
@ new system without paying capital costs?

And we offer on-line diagnostics.

Hotw would it help to have on-line diagnostics?
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Problem: My car is getting old

My car s
getting old.
£55)

Implication Implication Implication Implication
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Potential Benefit Your Product or
Service Offers

Need-payoff Question to Get the Buyer to
Tell You the Benefit
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Objections are a sign that the buyer is interested. 5o the more
objections you get from the buyer, the better your chances of D
making a sale.
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Benefits show how a product or service can meet a buyer’s D
fmplicd Need:
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Benefits are the most powerful way you can describe your solu- D
Eonsio Buves
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The more Features you can describe to a buyer during the call, D
e rhore Tikaly you will e 66 mak the sils:
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The more you use closing techniques during a sales call, the more D
KTV o0 aes to make the sate,
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Never take the initiative by asking the buyer for a commitment; D
always let the sale close itself.
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Why ask
Implication
\Guestions?
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mwn‘s this turkey

//When's this jerk

going to ask for a
. commitment?

going to make a
commitment?
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" So what does
\that really mean?,
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Asking a lot of Implication and Need-payoff Questions will D
adtioe the nutabet HF obisctons the bisrer raises,





ops/t0027-02.jpg
Most people give more than they seek when they try to D
e aade:
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~ What’s an
Implication
Question?
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Investigating a buyer’s needs is an important part of most D
les calls
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If you want to persuade, it's better to give information than to D
e
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I'm looking for a machune with reduction and enlargement
capability,
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Filing space 1s a problem in Hus office.
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(And let me tell you

another thing ...
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Advantages and|
the Large or
Complex Sale

DEFINITION:

EXAMPLES:

IMPACT:

= Early in

Advantages show how  products,
services, or their Features can be used
or can help the buyer.

... which means it’s easy to use.

And because of the duradyne rotor it
operates silently

... 50 it provides extra secunity.

Our international staff can meet your
overseas needs.

.. which is the fastest available.

Because of s efficiency, you'll save
energy costs.

the sales cycle—Advantages have a

slightly positive effect on call success, especially
in the first visi.

= Later in the cycle—Advantages are no more

effective
= Middle

than Features.
of the cycle—Advantages have a

continuously less positive effect on buyers as the
sales cycle proceeds.
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implied or
Explicit

My present system is oo siow.
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The key reason for asking questions in a sales call is to D
Lhiover and develon buver needs.
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Implied Needs are statements of wants or desires by the D
prospective buyer.
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The buyer is already making heavy use of your
sroduct and you're selling a reorder.
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How have you been handling the staff shortage?





ops/t0143-04.jpg
Which of these would cause a buyer to actively specify pay

b.

Would you be interested in increasing your output?

What would a 10 percent increase in output mean to your

profitability?

Hotis woiildd he finproved. cash flows elp yoi?

Check One

Q
H|
|
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Characteristic of Product/Service

Problem This Solves for the Buyer
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The buyer has been having major technical problems
with an existing system in an area where your D D
product is strong.
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Hauve these staff problems led you to lose any client






ops/t0143-03.jpg
The time to ask Need-payoft Questions
a. Early in the call before you've uncovered a

buyer’s problem.
b. After you've demonstrated the capabilities of your
product or service.
After you've developed a buyer’s problem but before
you've introduced your solution.

Check One

J
H
a
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to recruit?
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Are you experiencing difficutties recruiting skilled professionals?





ops/t0109-04.jpg
Are you worrted avout the quality of work being produced?





ops/t0109-03.jpg
Has the shortage of support staff impacted your ability to respond
quickly to client calls?





ops/t0109-02.jpg
Houw has the increased workload affected turnover among your
support staff?





ops/t0143-02.jpg
Which of these are Need-payoff Questions?

a.

Wihat would it be worth if you could double output in
these areas?

Wihat other ways could this help you?

Wikat impacis does ihis problem have o production?

Need-Payoff
Question?

g
Q
a
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Are you concerned about the increased workload?
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The purpose of Need-payott Questions is to:
a. Develop and extend a buyer’s problems.

b. Increase a buyer’s desire for a solution to a problem.

Expose problems that your product or service can solve.

oo
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I'll cut a purchase order today

SO we can

start right away.
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|

Opening

Investigating

Demonstrati
Capability

el

Obtaining
Commitment

1. Obtaining Commitment starts before the
discussion, by setting objectives that will lead
to a realistic commitment.

2. Obtaining Commitment is easiest if you've
developed strong needs in the Investigating
stage and have demon-strated the capability
t0 meet them.

3. Obtaining Commitment has three steps:
 Check that you've addressed key concerns.
= Summarize the Benefits.
= Propose a realistic commitment (Advance).

V Failure here is often due to incomplete
Investigating.
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PoITTW =Y Call Objective tuticn wi gee an Advance, not a Continuation)

Situation (any further facts we need)

Problems prosems wat mope s Implications s ke povens more
O v oo oty o cdeir

Explicit Needs (we hope to deveiop) Benefits [we can then offer)
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s meet agam o continue this discussion sometinme next month.
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ops/t0047-05.jpg
I can’t make the decision alone, but I'll arrange for you to meet ny
partner next week.
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Seller: Buyer:
FEATURES PRICE CONCERNS
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No. Although we liked what you showed us, we've decided to go
ith Broad Associate
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ops/t0047-03.jpg
I like what you've got to offer, and 1 enjoyed your presentation.





ops/t0047-08.jpg
All I'need 1s my accountant's OK. We'll review it against our
financial criteria and, if it passes, then you've got a deal.






ops/t0047-09.jpg
We really neea to see the system in action. Can you arrange a local
demonsiration for me and ity production wanager next Thesday?





ops/t0047-06.jpg
We'll think about it and probably call you in the next few months.





ops/t0047-07.jpg
If you could mclude those schedule modifications i your proposal,
I'll present it to my associates.
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ops/t0165-01.jpg
Which of the following are true statements?

a. Benefits are the most effective way to demonstrate
capability.

b. It's best to present lots of Features at the start of a sale.

c. The impact of Advantages diminishes as the sale
progresses.

d. Objections are the most likely response to Advantages.

[ E






ops/t0165-02.jpg
Which of the following statements by the seller are Benefits?

1 assumte you want to save money and our service will do
that for you.

You said you want changes in this department. Our productivity
improvement program would certainly change things.

You've said you need good sound quality, which the noise-
reduction facility on this system provides.

This software package will be a big benefit to you.

Benefit?

d
d
W
4
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Which of the following is a Feature, an Advantage, a Benefit?

a. The entire assembly measures only 10x3x6 inches.

b. An overhead value analy
be effectie.

is luas to be carried out at all levels to

c. So you're rapidly running out of office space, Mr. Albert. I have
just the thing for you. Our newest desktop copier does two-sided
copying, which will cut your filing space requirenients in half.

d. And another thing about taking this vacation in May: It means
you can avoid the sunmer tourist crowd.

e. We offer a bulk-purchase plan and, because of it, we can offer
vou a bigger discount.

Feature?
Advantage?
Benefit?
(F_A B)

o000 OO
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ops/f0015-01.jpg
DEFINITION: Asking about problems,

difficulties or dissatis-
factions that the buyer is
experiencing with the
existing situation.

Problem
GQuestions

EXAMPLES:  What makes this operation
difficult?

Which parts of the system
create errors?

IMPACT: More powerful than
Situation Questions. People
ask more Problem Ques-
tions as they become more
experienced at selling.

ADVICE: Think of your products or
services in terms of the
problems they solve for
buyers—not in terms of the
details or characteristics
that your products possess,
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Features and
the Large or
Complex Sale

DEFINITION: Features are neural facts, data, informtion,
or characteristics of your products or services.
EXAMPLES: We have sixty branch offices.
The X2 model can collate up to 100 copy
sets.
Base cost is $42,000.
There's a five-year warranty.
We provide full implementation support.

IMPACT:

= Early in the sales cycle—features have a negative
effect on the sale.

= Later in the cycle—features have a neutral effect
on the sale.

= Middle of the cycle—in very complex selling cycles of
technical products, buyers may demand lots of prod-
uct, details at this stage. In response to such buyer
interest, Features can have  positive impact, as can
input from technical experts, systems analysts and
other sales:support people.

= Users respond more favorably to Features than
decision makers do.
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1. Buyer's Problems 3. Buyer's Explicit Need 4. Benefit

Our nstaPege
1 cant always ;
reach the doctors ) e
by phone. in seconds.

Delays could endanger patients
and create legal liabilties.

Other medical personnel are forced| 2. Implications
to work extra shifis to cover:

The hospital is getting @ poor
service performance rating.





ops/t0065-07.jpg
Ideally, if we had the right equipment, we'd be able to reproduce
docurments in full color.
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I need a low-maintenance car.
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A STRENGTH OF YOUR
PRODUCT OR SERVICE Example:

(that you might normally tell The fustest systent
the buyer about) available

Example: Example: Example:
Hotw useful would it be to Is ped impotant Couldn't a fuster system
polsciuiiniad because of the pressure to also free up your aperations
reduce turnaround tine? o do ofher things?
Question to IDENTIFY Question to CLARIFY Question to EXTEND
whether this strength could  the importance of the the buyer’s perception of

help the buyer Yuyer's need this strength





ops/t0065-09.jpg
We really need each team member to be able to send m
stitomatically to coery other team member.in the field:






ops/f0132-02.jpg
A STRENGTH OF YOUR
PRODUCT OR SERVICE
(that you might normally tell
the buyer about)

Question to IDENTIFY Question to CLARIFY Question to EXTEND
whether this strength could  the importance of the the buyer’s perception of
help the buyer this strength






ops/t0065-08.jpg
Our patients are complaiming about having to wait an hour after
they check in at the desk—and some have stopped coming.





ops/t0087-01.jpg
The purpose of Situation Questions is to:
a. Reveal Implied Needs.

b. Establish a context for uncovering buyer problems.

Explore the implications of buyer probleéms.

True?

[HEN





ops/t0125-03.jpg
Which of these create(s) high risk for Implication Questions?

a.

When the buyer is unclear about the importance
of a problem

Very early in the sale

When you're unable to solve the buyer’s probler

any way

High Risk?
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/ Account
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ops/t0125-04.jpg
The time to ask Implication Questions is: Choose One

a. After you demonstrate the capability of your solution. j

b. After you investigate the buyers solution but before you I
ask about problems.

c. After a buyer describes a problem but before you I
introduce your solution.
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Our communication system:

aren’t as flexible as I'd like.






ops/t0087-04.jpg
Your use of Situation Questions can be more effective by:

a. Probing cvery detail of the buyer’s operation
b. Linking your questions to buyer statements.

c. Focusing your questions in areas that might reveal
problems you could solve for the buyer.

True?

[N





ops/t0087-02.jpg
Situation
Which of these are Situation Questions? Question?

How many trucks operate out of this depot?

b. Does your use of outside contractors create difficulties for you?

Uo0

Do most of your referrals come from other law firm
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Explicit Need

Implied Needs

Your Solution That Is Superior
to the Competition's

Problems This Could Solve






ops/t0087-03.jpg
Which of these are high-risk for Situation Questions? High Risk?

Late in the selling cycle
b. With new prospective buyers

c. When the situation has changed

(W

d. In business areas unrelated to your product or service
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Explicit Need

Implied Needs

Your Solution That Is Superior
to the Competition’s

Problems This Could Solve
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ops/t0031-02.jpg
The purpose of Implication Questions is to extend and
develop a buyer’s perception of the consequences and effects D
of problems.





ops/t0125-01.jpg
True?

The purpose of Implication Questions is to:

Identify buyer problems.

b. Demonstrate the implications of your service or product.

oy

Develop Implied Needs so that they become Explicit.
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When the buyer states a problem, and it's one you can solve, D
vou should irmedintely offes vous solutoR.





ops/t0125-02.jpg
Which of these is/are Implication Questions?
a. Do these breakdowwns lead to production difficulties?
b. Have you got more than seven trucks on-site?

. And if your staff shortage causes filings to be delayed, how miuch
longer does it take to close those cases?
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Most people find it much harder to ask Implication Questions D
than to ask Problem Questions.





ops/t0031-03.jpg
The best time to ask Implication Questions is early in the call, D
B fore voutve uncovaiad oroblaris,
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Hoiw hard 1s it to change the cartridges in your machine?
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ops/t0031-05.jpg
( Good griefll

@ morning, Mr. Rice. \

What are the implications
of your problems today?
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If you've got a reliability problem, exactly how much extra is that
costing you over a year’s time?
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Has the poor output quality caused customer complaints?





ops/t0031-09.jpg
Are you satisfied with the range of motion you re getting front the
swing-arm?
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That's just
Seller: Buyer: what ed!
BENEFITS AGREEMENT \W
e
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Wait a minute
Seller: Buyer: g
ADVANTAGES OBJECTIONS






ops/f0038-02.jpg
P

/' Which is most
important?






ops/t0065-03.jpg
I"'m looking for help to do a better job forecasting our sales.





ops/t0147-02.jpg
This course can accommodate up to 30 participants
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So what does
\ that really mean?,






ops/t0065-02.jpg
I'd like a way to cut my postage costs.





ops/t0147-01.jpg
The consolidated statement integrates a variety of information, so
shat you can reconcile all of your accounts at the same time.





ops/t0065-05.jpg
My car has been needing a lot of expensive repairs lately.





ops/t0065-04.jpg
I'm worried about increasing competition from other contractor:
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I'm spending too much on postage each month.
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/" What are the
four stages of

\asales call?






ops/t0059-01.jpg
Put one check mark
every 15 seconds when ... I'm speaking. My “victim"” is speaking.

The speaker i telling O
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The SPIN®
Selling Fieldbook

Practical Tools, Methods,
Exercises, and Resources

Neil Rackham

Hutlwaite, Inc.

McGraw-Hill






ops/t0147-08.jpg
Because our team has diverse and complementary skills, and
expertise in your industry, we can provide a multifaceted approach
to your particular problent.






ops/t0147-07.jpg
Qur system will reduce your current annual operating costs by
15 percent.





ops/t0147-06.jpg
Ms. Crane, Sound to Go can satisfy the response time you smd
you needed during your busiest season, because we have fifty
skilled technicians on call and also have a full inventory of all the
latest equipment.





ops/t0147-05.jpg
By using the remote command capability, you can adjust the
operating parameters whenever the demand curve deviates .01
SSove ar ol the haseline levil.-





ops/t0147-04.jpg
Our lec

g plan has an optional three-month trial period.





ops/t0147-03.jpg
The UV protection in the glass wiil extend the life of your
instruments more than three years.
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Problem the Buyer Should Price Ubjection to
Take Seriously but Doesn't Your Solution

It's not worth the
cost of changing it.

Reasons Why the Problem IS Very Serious
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Good morning ...
Can | ask you a few
questions? Guestions? You
can ask guestions,
but do [ have to

give you answers?.

~

Hello, Ms. Brodie.
Can | sell you
something today?
b Who call this
. meeting, anyway?

\—/

Which comes first,
the Situation or the

 Problem?

e 1 he i
Let me tell you all Rl eve o oot

about our great
- products .. N—
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Product/Service: Automated Storage System: Customer: V.P. of Logistics
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Product/Service: Customer:
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One of Your Products
or Services

At Least FIVE Problems It Solves
for a Buyer






ops/t0100-01.jpg
Problems for Which Our Product or
Service Offers a Superior Solution

Kinds of Buyers Who Are Likely to Have
This Problem

Example:
= Our on-line diagnostic service solves the
problem of getting critical equipment

back into service when a technician isn't

Example:
= Small rural hospitals in remote areas

= Laboratories with night shifts

Try Your Own:

Try Your Own:
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Are you worried that the increased usage might raise your D
SRS Ty
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Has the number of employees who have switched benefit plans. D
wiak o oreindl proiection?
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Do voii lisive probler

ith backorders on any items?





ops/t0077-04.jpg
Are-you lappy with your replenishment systém?





ops/t0077-05.jpg
Am 1 right in thinking that you're starting to meet heavy
cormpetition from small subcontractors






ops/t0077-06.jpg
When did you first notice an increase in usage of the
billabong machine?





ops/t0077-01.jpg
What's the aoerage weekly outpit of this plant?





ops/t0077-02.jpg
Hotw iritich inventory do yoit stock on site?





ops/f0152-01.jpg
Benefits and
the Large or
Complex Sale

DEFINITION:

EXAMPLES:

IMPACT:

= Benefits

Benefits show how a product or service
meets an Explicit Need expressed by the
buyer.

Our gateway gives you the full network
access and search capability you've
asked for:

The Guanon system provides the ionization
ampliication you\ve said you'l need.

The Z4000 model meets all your B4
level safety criteria.

We'l match the exact specifications
you've given us for EPA compliance.

We can bring your new bronchioscope to
market within the timetable, qualty
standards, and budget you\ve spelled out.

are the most powerful statements you

can make in large or complex sales at all points
in the sales cycle.

= Benefits

are even more powerful when stated by

the buyer: (Chapter 10 shows how to use Need-
payoff Questions to get buyers to state Benefits.)
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il outcomes

COMPLEX SALE

Four Possible

s Outcomes
g
oaoes ORDER |« Commitment to buy
(winy E (WIN)
s
8 = Agreement on an
F action that moves
u ADVANCE | the sale forward
. E4.. Fd ke you o tak to my
% ol et wath.
= Discussion continues
(I3 [s))  without agreement
N on action

rcmoomoocnzc

NO-SALE
(LOSS)

Eg.. Great discussion. Cal
me again some time.

= Refusal to buy
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Objective = Understanding

Put one check mark
every 15 seconds when ... I'm speaking. My “victim”

speaking.

‘The speaker is feling

The speaker is asking
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t we can solve) ‘serious or urgent)

Explicit Needs (we hope to develop) Benefits (we con then offer)
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Low-Risk Areas High-Risk Areas
New customers or clients ~ Late in selling cycle
Early in selling cycle Irrelevant business areas
When situations change ~ Excessive use

Sensitive areas
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So what does

%reaﬂy mean?,
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_Your Yotential Yayott Your Need-payoit Questions
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Why askr )
Need-payoff

‘\Guesbions?
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" What'sa
Need-payoff

\Question 4
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Problem Where You Have a Superior
Solution

Assume the Buyer Says, “Sure but
its not worth the cost and hassle.’
Why Is the Buyer Wrong?
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Product or Service:

Micropuny

Buyer Iype: Kesearch laboratory

Characteristic of Product/Service

Problems It Soluves for This Buyer

Exact chamber capacity

Labs find it hard to measure the exact amownt of
additive in formulations. Precise chamber capaci-
ty lets thenn do this without additional meters or
instrumentation.

Titanium construction

Conventional stee pumps are damaged by corro-
sive liquids such as concentrated acids. The Mi-
crapuump can handle corrosioes that would oher-
wise have fo be metered manually with risk of
spillage

Silent operation

‘Noise is  problem i labs where technicians often
dictate notes and readings of results. The low
noise of Micropump makes it easier to dictate in-
strument readings and noles.

Modular construction

Cleaning conventional punps takes up to half an
hour, Micropump’s modular construction allows
cleaning inless than one minute, saving time and
cost.
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Explicit Need fthe systern goes . MPlied Needs
down, our customers)
I need the two-hour are kept waiting_

response time your

Tt costs us $3,500
_firm can provide.

for every hour of
When the ~downtime.
m's down, other
operstions grd
to a halt.
Your Solution That Is Superior i Problems This
to the Competition’s Could Solve
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Could the new system also help you mamntam better stock control?
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