To Be or Not to Be Consultative – That is the Question!
Steve White, President – Effectivation Inc.
One of the most aspects of consultative selling is seeing the world from your client’s perspective.  In order to explore this a little more, let’s take a look at the word ‘consult’.  According to the Oxford dictionary, ‘consult’ means “to take into consideration, or do one’s best for a person’s interests or feelings.”

Most people like this definition, and for those of us who consider ourselves to be consultants, we probably actually think we live by this definition.  But my experience tells me that this definition is actually quite difficult to live by, especially on a consistent day-to-day basis.  Unfortunately, we all too often fall into the trap of twisting this definition when we “to take into consideration, or do one’s best for our own personal interests or feelings”.
So, if you can live / sell by this dictionary definition of consult, you’ll differentiate yourself and be a ‘seller’ that clients like to spend time with.  This will make you more confident and more successful in your client interactions.

But how do you do it?  Well, in order to be consultative and take into consideration the interest and feelings of your client, you have to know what the interests and feelings of your clients are.  And these interests and feelings are unique to each of your clients.  They consist of a clients business needs (including industry trends and issues; enterprise issues, concerns and priorities; the issues, problems and priorities within their own department or group), as well as a clients personal needs (including family, social, cultural, sports, etc.). 

I call these the “Total Needs” of a client – and I think they are one of the most important things to know about a client in order to build and maintain a relationship with them.  So we need to get better at knowing them, and knowing them in considerable detail. 

It always amazes me in our workshops when we talk about this “Total Needs” concept and one or two participants say something like, “I can’t believe I only know a sub-set of one of my best client’s needs, and they only relate to the services I sell them” OR “I’ve been working with this person for over six months and have no idea of anything in their personal life.”  Clearly, they are not being consultative!

In order to be consultative, by definition, you need to build an inventory of information about the “Total Needs” of your key clients.  You learn this information in many ways, including:

For business needs;
	· Ask the client

· Research them
· Ask others about them
· Read analyst reports
	· Publications

· Company websites
· Annual Reports
· Executive speeches
	· Conferences

· Internal newsletters

· Bulletin boards

· Industry associations 


For personal needs;
	· Ask client

· Out of office time
	· Ask others
	· Look for clues


Building consultative relationships is the reason that Customer Relationship Management (CRM) systems have become so popular in both our firms and in our client’s companies.  As helpful as these systems can be, you don’t really need sophisticated and expensive systems to be consultative.

I am a big fan of David Maister, who is a consultant and writer.  He is considered by his peers as one of the gurus in professional services.  In his first book, Managing the Professional Service Firm, in a chapter called “How Clients Choose”, Maister, speaking from the client’s perspective, says the following:

“I don’t want to hear about you and your firm.  I want to talk about me and my situation.  The key talent in good selling is being good at getting the client to reveal his / her problems, needs, wants and concerns.  If I’m talking (the client), you’re ahead.  If you’re talking you’re losing.  Professionals talk too much.  Ask good questions and listen.  I’m concerned that you either can’t or won’t take the time to understand what makes my situation special.”

Clearly, by speaking from the client’s perspective, Maister supports this theory of “Total Needs” and how important it is to be consultative.

So, do your best to focus on the “Total Needs” of the client and improve your consultative selling skills by seeing the world from the client’s perspective.  
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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, please contact us at info@effectivation.com 
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