The Power of Asking Questions – Part 1 (Summer Issue – August)

Asking Questions: to build rapport, to motivate, to self-discover, to obtain commitment and more.
Can asking questions be the solution to your management and sales problems?

Questioning and listening are the most important communication skills in all areas of life - at home, at social events, at work, in management, in teams and in sales.  These communication skills contribute directly to building long lasting relationships, showing trust and allowing you to empower people, which in turn motivates them.  However, there is a way to asking questions that will help others self-discover the answers you are looking for.  If they come up with the answer, they own it – they are committed to implementing it. 

In order to be successful in our communications we must first understand our prospects.  We do this by asking questions and listening. Only in this way can we qualify our prospects and determine if there is a need, and whether we can provide a solution to that need.  Only after this point can we communicate our position. 
Let’s first understand why you ask questions.  By asking questions you learn a lot, you uncover needs, you make the other person feel important and that contributes towards building a lasting relationship.  There are millions of reasons for asking questions, but there is one reason that is most important for salespeople to understand, and to master.

BREAK of PART 1 – click here to learn more…
It is the salesperson’s responsibility to qualify prospects, yet it is the prospect who qualifies the salesperson most of the time.  This is witnessed by the prospect asking questions of the salesperson and the salesperson answering those questions and giving free consulting. It is the salesperson’s responsibility to gather information, not give it away.  It is when salespeople start to give information away, free consulting, that they start to lose control.
It is the salesperson’s responsibility to be in control of the sales process, yet it is the prospect that is in control of the process most of the time.  Why, because salespeople talk too much when answering questions and don’t ask enough questions, or listen as well as they should.  
The main reason for salespeople to ask questions is to maintain control of the sales process – to build rapport and to gather information to determine if the prospect is qualified for the solutions you provide and then to make a decision to proceed or to abort.  When a salesperson is not in control of the process they have fallen into the buyer’s system.  This happens when salespeople start giving information away, as opposed to doing the opposite - getting information.  So, how does one get information and stay in control of the sales process – ask questions.  

It is always the person who is asking the questions that is in complete control.  The person who is answering the questions thinks they are in control, but in reality, are not.  Therefore it is the salesperson’s responsibility to be in control of the process but it is the client who should think they are in control.  

Watch for Part 2 of this series in next month’s issue. In Part 2 we’ll look at some very different and very interesting questioning scenarios.

The Power of Asking Questions – Part 2

Asking Questions: to build rapport, to motivate, to self-discover, to obtain commitment and more.
Last month we talked about the importance of asking questions is to build rapport and gather information to determine if the prospect is qualified for the solutions you provide and then to make a decision to proceed or to abort.  Now in Part 2 of this series, let’s look at some questioning scenarios. 

Let’s pretend, a technique you will learn more about later, you are interviewing someone for a job that will be reporting to you.  You start off the interview by getting the interviewee comfortable and start asking questions of the individual you are considering.  You are in control of the process at this point.  The interviewee answers all of your questions and thinks they are in control because they are giving good accurate answers – they are in reality selling themselves.  You are impressed, as they answered all of your questions, and end the interview by telling him/her that you will get back to them.  Why, because you have other candidates to consider and want to make the right selection.  Notice the similarity to the buyer’s system – you the interviewer, the buyer, was in control.
Your next interview starts off the same with a little small talk to get the candidate comfortable but the difference here is the candidate starts off by asking you questions.  Rather than answering questions, they are asking questions of you and qualifying the opportunity.  You in turn start answering their questions.  You think you are in control, but in reality the interviewee is.  The interview ends with the interviewee asking you what the next step is, as opposed to you telling them.
Now, it is decision time.  Which of the above two candidates would you hire, both having equal qualifications, only the approach was different?  The one who sold themselves and answered all of your questions, or the one who showed interest and asked a lot of questions?  Were you sold on this decision, or did you buy into it?

BREAK of PART 2 – click here to learn more…
Let’s understand why the second candidate would win out.  By asking questions the candidate was showing they were interested.  By listening to your responses, they made you feel important, while demonstrating their communication skills and desire to learn.  The interviewer made the candidate feel important in the first interview by listening to their answers, but the candidate did not demonstrate those important questioning and listening skills, or a desire to learn.  They were only interested in themselves and try to sell themselves accordingly.
Think about the way you have been approaching prospects.  Are you like the first candidate in the interview or the second one?  Which one would you like to be?

The difference is in the approach you take.  If you truly believe that the prospect is the most important person in a sales interaction, then you will have no problem following this system.  However, if you think that you or the products or services that you represent come first, then I wish you all the luck in the world.  Because, sales is not about you or your products or services, it is about the other person, their problems and their needs, and that must always come first. 

We ask questions to stay in control of the process and to keep the prospect talking, so we can determine if there is a need that we can satisfy, while we contribute to building a long-term relationship.  The secret behind asking questions is to also have prospects buy from you.  Think about it.  Do you prefer to be sold something or do you prefer to buy something?  Questions contribute to a self-discovery process, which is a buying process.  A process whereby the salesperson asks the prospect questions that lead the prospect to discovering their own needs and solutions within their budget and decision making process.  They own all the answers and they must come up with all the answers themselves – you can’t tell them as they must own those answers.  You just have to know what questions need to be asked in order to get the answers you are seeking. 

Watch for next month’s newsletter, Part 3 of this series, and learn some tips on how to stay in control of the questioning process. 

The Power of Asking Questions – Part 3

Asking Questions: to build rapport, to motivate, to self-discover, to obtain commitment and more.
Last month in Part 2 of the series, we looked at different questioning scenarios. Now let’s look at staying in control of the questioning process. 

So what are the questions that you need to ask to stay in control and to get the answers you are seeking?  First, let’s get an understanding of the types of questions that can be used in the process and why they are used.  Then we will take a look at the questions that can be asked.
Be prepared for when you contact or meet a prospect. Create a list of questions that will uncover potential problems to which you have solutions for.  Start by first listing all the potential problems you have solutions for.  Then based on those problems develop some questions that will help uncover some of those problems. The more problems identified the higher the chance of making a sale. 
As you proceed to ask questions, you can also expect the prospect to be asking you questions and this is where you can lose control by answering the questions and more so if you get into a lot of details.  Your job is to introduce yourself, state your name and company and your unique benefit statement on how you help organizations like theirs in this specific industry.  But before you can tell them anything, you need to know a lot about them.  How you do this will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter on setting the parameters.  For now, let me just share with you how to maintain control.
When asked a question, you need not respond, as you may have always done.  When asked a question, first take the time to respect the question.  That is done by first giving the prospect a compliment.  Something along the lines of “that is a great question John.” Then you need to repeat the question and reverse it back to the prospect, i.e. “Would that be important to you and why?”  By doing this you obtain additional information and clarity and stay in control.
Reversing helps you in several ways.  It keeps the prospect talking, thereby allowing you to gather more information which leads to more questions.  Reversing also shifts the focus from you to the prospect, where it belongs.  Questions show you are interested in the prospect and this builds both rapport and credibility. 

BREAK of PART 3 – click here to learn more…
Another way of staying in control when asked a question is to again respect the question by complimenting the prospect and briefly provide an answer, but ending with a question back to the prospect.  If you don’t you are giving the prospect another chance to question you and you will eventually lose control and end up in the buyer’s system.
A word of caution when you are being asked the same question twice – answer it, don’t antagonize the prospect. Ask another question and move on.  It is rare that a prospect would ask the same question twice. 
Questions can also be used to handle objections. When the prospect presents an objection to you, respect it and reverse it back to them.  Quite often I will get an objection that I am too expensive.  I always say, “that is an interesting observation, why do you think I am so expensive?”  I always get an answer on why I am and you know what, their answer doesn’t really matter to me, as long as it is their answer and not mine.  You should never have to justify your prices or fees, your product, service, organization or what you do for a living.  Make it a practice to stop justifying and start reversing the pressure to where it belongs – back to the prospect.
It is very important for you to keep the prospect talking.  If they are not talking, you end up talking and that is dangerous.  The 70/30 rule applies here as it does elsewhere.  You job is to get the prospect talking so that you are listening 70% of the time.  The other 30% of the time you should be asking questions.

Watch for Part 4 of this series in next month’s issue. Part 4 will reveal some special techniques that you can use to keep prospects talking.
The Power of Asking Questions – Part 4

Asking Questions: to build rapport, to motivate, to self-discover, to obtain commitment and more.
Last month we looked at staying in control of the questioning process. Now in Part 4 of this series, let’s look at how to keep prospects talking.  

The best way to keep the prospect talking is by asking questions and by questioning their answers.   As you hear certain concerns in their answers, you direct them to where you want to go. You then ask fact-finding questions and determine the bottom line problems, the costs associated with those problems and how it affects the organization and the individual you are speaking with.  It is when you have answers to all of these questions that you stop the line of questioning and move on to questions to uncover other potential problems.
Some techniques you can use to keep the prospect talking are by using simple statements like, “that’s interesting, tell me more”.   This is particularly useful when the prospect is showing interest in your product or service.  Rather than going for a close, get them to tell you why they are interested or what it is that made them feel like they do.  Let them sell themselves.
You can also use your body language and facial expressions showing that you are actively listening and showing you want to learn more – use eye contact, nod, react, etc.  If you are not sure how to use your body language, just watch two women talking to each other.  You will witness listening skills and probing body language like you have never seen before. 
BREAK of PART 4 – click here to learn more…
Another point to remember is to always question the answers three to five levels deep to get more clarity and information.  Don’t ever just accept the first answer to a question.  For example, let me ask you a question, “Why do you go to work?” You probably answered to make money.  Now question the answer – “Make money to do what?”  Question the answer, question the answer, and you will soon discover why you really go to work.  You will realize that you go to work for your personal reasons – by working you are taking steps towards the realization of a personal dream.  Realize that and you will be more motivated in going to work.
Another couple of techniques to get and keep the prospect talking is to use the let’s pretend or magic wand technique.  The let’s pretend technique is simply stating it in a way that leads to a response.  For example, let’s pretend that nothing was impossible and that you could have a solution to that problem, what sort of a solution do you feel would work best.  Or if you had a magic wand what would be your ideal solution that you would wish for.
When communicating with a prospect you will note that you will also get wishy-washy answers from them.  If you are not sure what they mean, question them.  You will always get improved clarity by asking additional questions.  Quite often I hear answers like maybe, leave it with me, or I’ll think if over and get back to you.  I always question these answers because they are not clear to me.  For example, “When you say maybe, what does that mean?” or  “When you say you will think it over and get back to me, what exactly will you be thinking over and when can I expect to hear back from you?”  If I don’t have clear answers, I have nothing but a hope of a sale.  I always make it a point to get a clear response so I know exactly where I stand.
By asking questions, you will remain in control.  Questions will help you gain a lot more information. Questions will handle objections and concerns.  Questions show that you care and that you are interested and willing to learn more.  Questions help in self-discovery and it is self-discovery process that gets people to buy, because they own the answers.  Master the act of questioning and staying in control of the sales process.  But, make sure you listen to what the answers are and question the answers. 

I hope you have enjoyed this 4-part series on The Power of Asking Questions. In the December edition of The Bottom Line I will provide you with a list of Questioning Tips for your reference.  In January we will discuss Listening Techniques followed by some Listening Tips in February.

December

Questioning Tips
Ask questions that will help you gather the types of information you need.
· Use open-ended questions when you want people to open up and talk.
· Use directing questions when you need a specific answer or need to move 
the conversation in a specific direction
· Use fact-finding questions to gather the information you need
· Use close-ended questions when you need to focus the conversation, reach conclusions, etc.
Use a deliberate sequence of questioning that will take you and your customer where you need to go.  Start by first identifying the problems to which you have solutions for.  Then create a list of questions you need to ask that will help you uncover if there are any problems to which you have solutions for.
· Determine what information you need
· Use a mix of open, directing, fact-finding and closed questions that will gather that information for you and keep the discussion on track.
· Use the let’s pretend, or magic wand, techniques to get them talking about their ultimate desires as if nothing were impossible.
· Constantly evaluate whether you are getting the information you need and, if not, adjust your line of questioning accordingly.
· Don’t assume that a customer will always “open up” with open questions, 
“focus in” with closed questions, etc. Be ready to rephrase questions or adjust your approach if you are not getting the answers you need, or if you are not moving the discussion in the direction it needs to go.
· Stay in control.  When asked a question respond with a compliment – that is a good question John, repeat and reverse the question back to the prospect  – would that be something important for you to consider and why.  They will almost always elaborate on the question asked and give you more information.  When asked the same question twice, provide a brief answer, but end you sentence with a question.
· Be sure that you don’t give your customer the impression that he or she is being “grilled”.
· When asked a question about price or a solution early in the cycle, mention that you will give them an answer to that question soon but you need to gather more information first – you are on page 7 and I am only on page 2.
· When you get answers like “maybe”, “leave it with me”, or any statement that is unclear, question it by asking what they mean.  You need to be sure you fully understand where they are at.
· If they are showing interest in your product or service, ask them what it is that makes them feel that way.  It will give the prospect a chance to sell himself more.
Listen to the answers to your questions.
· Listen 70% of the time.  Ask questions for the other 30% of the time
· Focus on what the customer is saying.  Don’t be thinking about your next question.  
· Avoid formulating your next question while the customer is talking —-particularly if that sort of activity easily distracts you from listening.
· Always question the answers for more detail.  It is when you question the answer three or four levels down that you can get to the root of the problem.
Next month we will look at Listening skills.
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