The Client Is Always On First
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I’m often asked by sales workshop participants about the importance of differentiating themselves versus competitors as they are looking for every advantage they can get in today’s commoditized world.  One of my more common responses to this question is that they need to make sure the client is always on first.  But what does that really mean?

The concept of the client is always on first may initially seem obvious, but it’s a concept that is rarely practiced.  Unfortunately, for most of us, we are way more comfortable, more confident, more enthusiastic and more knowledgeable in talking and in telling our story – which is essentially our ‘spiel’ about our product, service or solution.  

The key to successful consultative selling is in fact the exact opposite of this more common and comfortable approach.  And that is to focus our thoughts and energy in first understanding the client’s story (issues, thoughts, perspectives, futures, priorities – their needs) in detail, before ‘talking and telling’ our story. 

A graduate at one of our recent workshops made a great observation on this when he said:  “When we are trying to uncover client needs, we are like Jeopardy contestants, with our hands on the buzzer, ready to jump in with our solution as soon as the first hint of a need is surfaced.”

So what does putting the client on first really look like?  Well, putting the client on first means thinking from the clients’ perspective:
1. When planning for the meeting,

· Do the research

· Understand their “Total Needs”

2. In the agenda for the meeting,

· The client’s perspective should be first, and then you
3. In the meeting,

· Put the meeting in terms of the benefit to the client – WIIFM?

· Focus your energy on the client
· Be consultative
4. In your questions,

· Make client the expert

· Keep your questions open and broad in scope
· Make sure the client is talking more than you are
5. In your recommendation for next steps,

· Focus your recommendation on an expressed client need

· Make sure the client sees the benefit 

· Ask for and get their agreement to next steps

6. In your follow-up.

· Reiterate what you think the client said – look for confirmation

· Identify what you are doing on behalf of the client

Although somewhat obvious, the principle of ‘putting the client on first’ is easier said than done.  It is not natural and takes a lot of hard work.  The best way to ‘put the client on first’ in a meeting is to ask the right questions, listen well, and clarify for meaning.

In asking the right questions, it’s important to ask what I like to call ‘Open-Mind’ questions.  Unlike closed questions, which typically ask for a yes or no answer, Open-Mind questions ask for perspectives, views, or thoughts about certain issues.  They usually start with a “What” or “How” and cannot be answered with a simple yes or no, and by their nature, typically require the client to answer at length.

When a client talks at length on a subject they care about, you learn things you may not have known.  This is a fundamental skill in consultative selling, but most of us are poor at it.  That’s why we need to think about, plan and write-down our Open-Mind questions before meeting the client – not winging it or thinking about them in the elevator before the meeting. 

Once you’ve asked a good Open-Mind question and the client is talking and you’re learning, it’s also critical that you be listening effectively.  Listening effectively is very difficult to do, as it requires tremendous effort.  When we listen effectively, we take notes of the things that are important and we clarify for the meaning of what the client has said.

Unfortunately, most of us ignore what we hear from clients – because we don’t see an immediate connection between what they are saying and how we can provide a product or service to address it.  But, as the conversation continues (or as a result of subsequent meetings), the information we learn becomes more and more relevant to us and increases the likelihood we may be able to help the client.  So, we need to be better at retaining things client say, by taking more notes and by doing more clarifying.

This was further confirmed during a recent conference in Toronto, where moderator David Maister (a well-respected consultant and writer) asked a CEO Panel, “What would you do differently if you were a consultant?”  Their responses were interesting:
· “I would tell them to spend an awful lot of time thinking and preparing before I approached my clients.”
· “I would try and put myself in my client’s shoes and speak from their position.” 
· “I would have more empathy for their unique situation and put my proposition in a manner which addresses their unique needs.”
So, now you’ve heard it directly from your client’s mouths – the importance of making sure the client is always on first.  Don’t push that Jeopardy button too fast!  Increase your sales success by putting your clients on first!
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Effectivation was established in 1986 to provide consultative selling and service skills training to information and knowledge-based enterprises. Effectivation clients include sales people and consultants in technology, telecommunications, financial services and professional services companies in Canada, the United States and the United Kingdom.

Effectivation trains people in consultative selling and client relationship skills. Our customized in-house workshops focus on the strategic and tactical skills that can help you and your company initiate, build and maintain long-term relationships with your clients.

If you are interested in building better relationships and winning more business from your clients, please contact us at info@effectivation.com 
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