Use Questions to Control Negotiations
By Brian Jud

Corporate buyers do not ask you if they may purchase your books. You have to get them to buy through negotiations. This phase is not the time for “telling,” but for using questions to control the pace of the discussion and close the sale.

Pace is relative rather than absolute, and each negotiation reaches a point at which it takes on a life of its own.  But it is easy to let the tempo of the discussion get out of hand. When everyone is positive (or negative) about a particular action, “group think” takes over and people seem to be drawn to it.

There are at least three ways you can use questions strategically to manage the negotiation process toward a favorable conclusion. These are to: 1) reinforce positive momentum, 2) eliminate negative momentum, and 3) close the sale.
1) Reinforce positive reactions.

Use questions to get otherwise quiet allies to join the conversation and make their constructive positions know to all. If you know the distribution manager has a favorable view of your proposal you might say, “Sue, in your opinion, how will this campaign reduce your distribution costs?”

Or, while responding to a question read the general body language to interpret how your reply is being received. If you sense that the inquiring party is satisfied with your reply, ask a question to confirm agreement, Ask, “Does that meet your criteria?” If the person agrees with your answer it eliminates that point as an objection and you can go on to the next issue. 
3) Diffuse negativity early.

Some people may hesitate to agree. If you sense negative energy on your prospect’s part, address it. For instance, what if you see a shaking head when you ask for confirmation of the delivery date? You might say, “ George, you look as though that delivery date might be a problem. Is that right? What date do you think is more appropriate?” Now you have the concern out in the open.
Clarify potentially negative questions or comments. If your prospect asks, “When we implement a premium program shouldn’t we have the support of our vendors?” Reduce tension by first saying, “I understand your concern.” That doesn’t mean you agree with it. Then follow with a clarifying question such as, “What specifically are you looking for in vendor support?” Make sure you truly comprehend the speaker’s point. If your prospect says something like, “Do we really want to do that?” you should respond with a clarifying questions such as, “Do I hear you saying… ?”

Diffuse negativity by catching the opposition by surprise. If someone says he or she does not like your proposal say, “Actually, I agree with you. I would have come to the same conclusion with the facts on the table now. But what if you consider…?“ and then describe a benefit that could help the person gracefully change admit he or she was wrong. This gives people a way to back off without backing down, particularly in front of their peers. 

4) Use trial closes to test your progress.

Working a deal is like watching a video. It is fluid, and each event merges with those that precede and follow it. Prospects do not come to a conclusion when you ask for the order. Their decisions evolve over time. During the process they give you signals that they are (or are not) ready to buy. Test the strength of their conviction through trial closes  -- the use of questions to check on your progress toward the order. 

Listen for buying signals, subtle indications of readiness to purchase. Examples occur when your prospects ask, “What are your quantity discounts?” or, “How soon can you deliver?” At this point they seek to finalize the details, and you can feel more confident that you are headed in the right direction. 

Your response is crucial, and it may get them to buy more books than you had in mind. If they ask, “How many books do you think we need to buy?” they may be thinking of 50,000 books. In your desire to close the sale you might reply with a lower amount by saying, “Let’s start with 10,000.” Then you have just left a lot of money on the table. Instead, respond with a question such as, “How many of your _____ do you want to sell?”  

Some prospects are less willing to divulge their interest, and their buying signals may be less obvious. You may hear these people say, “That’s interesting. Tell me more.” before responding, ask what it was that caught their interest. Then expand upon that issue. End with a question confirming that you answered adequately by saying,  “Did I answer your question sufficiently?” Then ask for the order.

The sales process is not predetermined and requires constant attention to individual and constantly changing circumstances. You can prepare as much as possible, knowing all the alternatives and possibilities that you can foresee. But during the process new information comes up. Other opinions and ideas are added to the mix. Use questions to clarify the new information and help you devise a different path to your goal. This can reduce tension as people feel they are part of the discussion, the solution and the final sale.
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