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Make An Impression On Your Business Prospects

By Mike Schultz

Would it surprise you to find out that most business prospects find most of the sales pitches they hear underwhelming, to say the least? Find out what the competition is doing wrong and how you can stand out from the crowd. Related Articles 15 Open-Ended Questions to Ask Small-Biz Prospects Get the attention of business owners with prospect-focused questions—and edge out competitors who are stuck on talking product. 

How to Target Small-Business Owners
Looking to make small-business owners a bigger part of your customer base? Use this seven-step primer to find and prospect promising entrepreneurs in your community. Are You Sending the Wrong Signals to Prospects? When you're talking with clients and prospects, pay attention to your nonverbal cues. They play a key role in conveying your confidence and winning people's trust. As a financial advisor, the value you provide is not always easy to communicate to potential new clients. It's hard to discover who needs your service, how to reach them, how to approach them, and what they really think of you, for better or worse. 

How much do you really know about how potential clients perceive you, and how they evaluate whom to hire? As a service provider, knowing how you are perceived and what truly matters in the hiring decision is critical to your growth and success. And according to at least one type of typical client, financial services providers are not scoring big perception points with their prospects. In our survey, How Clients Buy: The Benchmark Report on Professional Services Marketing and Selling, we asked the following question of 200 business-to-business buyers of financial, accounting, and other professional services: Think about the last few times you purchased professional services. Which, if any, of the following 15 problems did you encounter? Their answers were less than inspiring. On the whole, prospects find providers:

Inattentive: 41% encountered service providers that did not listen to them.
Clueless: 40% encountered service providers that did not understand their needs.
Late: 38% encountered service providers that did not respond to their requests in a timely manner. 

The other 12 problems (such as "lacked professionalism" or "did not craft a solution to my needs") popped up regularly, too. Or, you could say, too regularly. In fact, only 15% of buyers reported that they experience no such problems in the process of purchasing services. In other words, a full 85% of business-to-business buyers report that they recently experienced one or more major problems with the person selling them professional services. What difference does it make? Many advisors realize that there are selling skills or behaviors that they could stand to improve—but many also feel overwhelmed because there are, in fact, so many areas in which they could improve. Instead of working on anything, they simply get back to work, because they wonder if it will really make a difference to work on their selling effectiveness. 

Well, according to business decision makers who buy financial services, the answer is unequivocally, "Yes!" In our study, we not only asked decision makers what problems they encountered, but what difference it would make if the service providers fixed these problems. Here is what they had to say: If service providers understood the needs of the prospect better, 76% of buyers would be "much more likely" to consider purchasing their services. If service providers listened during the business development process, 74% of buyers would be "much more likely" to consider purchasing services. If service providers responded to prospect requests in a timely manner, 42% of buyers would be "much more likely" to consider purchasing services, and 52% would be "somewhat more likely," for a whopping total of 94%. According to these decision makers, not only have they experienced these problems—and a host of other problems—when buying financial and professional services recently, but solving those problems would make a big difference in their purchasing behavior. Job one: Developing better listening skills There are a lot of areas where prospects noted that service providers could improve, but better listening rose to the top. And if advisors listen to prospects, not only will it in-and-of-itself impact the prospect's purchasing decision, but it will also help the service provider to better understand the client's needs, craft compelling solutions to those needs, give appropriate examples of past work, and connect personally with the buyer. 

Consider the following five points to help you develop active listening skills: Plan to listen. Once your chance to listen is gone, it's gone. There's no rewind button for a live conversation. Before you enter any prospecting conversation, you should always know your goals for the meeting. Until it comes naturally every time, make listening a pre-planned goal. After the meeting, rate yourself on how well you did. Rephrase. "Just so I understand" are four very powerful words. When someone else is describing something to you, they often take a long time to make relatively few points. They may go on for 10 minutes without a breath. When they're done, you can say, "Just so I understand, it seems that A and B are happening, and that's creating the problems of X, Y, and Z. Is that correct?" 

When you rephrase a 10-minute soliloquy into 30 seconds of summary, clients are impressed—partly by how smart you are (and you didn't even say much), but mostly by how well you listen. 

Explore. After you rephrase what your partner in conversation has said, asking follow-up questions becomes much easier. For example, you might open with the sentence noted above, "Just so I understand, it seems that A and B are happening, and that's creating the problems of X, Y, and Z. Is that correct?" After you ask this question, you can follow up your rephrase with an: Aspiration question: "If that's the case, where do you think you can be if you realize additional tax savings in the C and D areas?" 

Affliction question: "With X and Y happening, is that causing a lot of capital to be tied up when it should be converted into cash?" Impact question: "So that would free up $XX thousand in cash flow each quarter. In which business units would you invest those funds? Why?" 

Watch your talking. Talking too much is a separate but related problem. While 30% of survey participants reported that sellers talked too much, only 25% said that a change in this behavior would make them more likely to purchase services. Still, when you talk too much, you hinder your ability to listen, uncover needs, understand the client's situation, and craft an appropriate solution. In other words, if you're in play mode, you're not in record mode. So pay attention, and if you notice yourself talking a lot, take a breather and start listening. 

Concentrate! My jujitsu Sensei, Master Daniel Cohen, is one of the most perceptive people I have ever met. He can sense from 50 feet away the best way to help people improve their skills or learn a new technique. Sometimes he asks questions, sometimes he makes adjustments and, every once in a while, he will just yell out, "Concentrate!" And I can tell you, it works. Sometimes you don't need a tip or technique to help you get better at something; you simply need to break out of your pattern and apply a bit more intensity. If you're finding active listening difficult, go past active and force yourself to listen intensely. Sometimes it's as simple as that: "Concentrate!" Where do your challenges lie? Let's assume you've made the decision to address mistakes you may be making when you are selling. What do you do now? 

First, get a sense of what specific problems crop up in your sales appointments. Which errors do you typically make? Uncovering which problems follow you around isn't necessarily as easy as it sounds, but it can be done. To uncover your problems: Be honest with yourself. If you can't admit that you have any issues, no strategies for improving will work for you. Make a list. If you know what you're looking for, you're more likely to find it. Are you worried about talking too much? Not fully understanding the clients' business need? Not crafting a compelling solution with your financial services? Pay attention. Once you have your list, simply paying attention to whether the problems are cropping up can help you to uncover them. For example, if you're worried about your listening skills, try to catch yourself when your mind is wandering while your client is talking, and note how many times you do it. The more you pay attention to it, the fewer times it will happen. Bring someone else along. Sometimes you can't recognize problems in your selling process by yourself. If you bring someone else along to observe and then coach you, you're likely to not only uncover problems in your process, but to start solving them faster. Ask your clients and prospects. All service providers are leery of asking their clients any question that may conjure doubts about the quality of their service. Still, we've found when working with clients that they want to help you provide better service. Questions like, "When we were in the process of figuring out whether we were going to work together, how did I do? Where could I improve?" and "What feedback do you have?" can actually strengthen your relationship. 

Make sure you also contact (or have a third party contact) prospects who have chosen not to engage your services. What you learn from them may not only be eye-opening, it could save you immediately from making more costly errors. Fix it—you can't go wrong Let's assume you now know you have several areas where you can improve. Picking which one to work on first is a whole new challenge. But in this case, just pick one to fix. You can't go wrong. Each of the 15 problems clients reported had subtle differences in impact on their decision-making process. This should not overshadow the fact that for every problem they experienced, 85% or more of these decision makers reported that an improvement would make them at least "somewhat more likely" to consider purchasing the provider's services. With this in mind, any one improvement you make can make a difference during your selling process. So pick something to improve, and do it today! 
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