The Value of the Open Ended Question in Effective Selling

Open-ended questions are one of the salesperson’s most vital tools (if they’re followed up by listening). They help gather information, qualify sales opportunities and establish rapport, trust and credibility. 
With such core value to the sales process, the professional leaves little to chance when it comes to owning a repertoire of powerful open-ended questions:

· Questions that are answered by more than a simple yes or no... 
· Questions where the prospect or customer gets directly involved in the sales discussion. 
The key here is to ask the question and let the prospect or customer give you an answer...no leading...no prompting.

Consider the difference between the following statements: “Are you happy with your sales team?” and “Tell me about your sales team.”  The material covered is identical, but the likely answers are very different.  The first one is a closed ended question -- the expected reply is a “yes” or “no.” If a salesperson asks that question and gets one of those answers, then the ball is back in the salesperson’s court to encourage a fuller response.  A client may chose to say more, but often he or she doesn’t.

The second question encourages the client to explore the issue.  A salesperson gets more information this way, and the meeting seems less like an interrogation.  It also allows the salesperson to uncover needs that he or she may not have heard by asking questions in the other format.

This principle can be used by anyone trying to get a conversation going.  If you are talking with someone you don’t know very well, ask open ended questions.  If you think of a “yes or no” question, put it into a more open ended version.  You’ve given the other person an opportunity to talk for a while, and the conversation is moving and in sales, you are uncovering what he or she really needs.

Just in case you’ve not had a chance to put yours down in writing, here are some of my favorite open ended questions (you’ll likely have several additional questions that are specific to your industry, but these will get you more than started). Write down the ones you find valuable… commit them to memory…practice them on your drive in or on the way to your next appointment…print them out…tack them up near your phone…pass them on to your sales team…

Information gathering

What prompted you/your company to look into this?

What are your expectations/requirements for this product/service?

How do you see this happening?

What is it that you’d like to see accomplished?

Qualifying

What do you see as the next action steps?

What is your timeline for implementing/purchasing this type of service/product?

What are your thoughts?

Who else is involved in this decision?

Establishing rapport, trust & credibility

How did you get involved in…?

What kind of challenges are you facing?

How do you measure that?

What other issues are important to you?

