Talk Less, Sell More

By Glenda Rueger

Editor

Enthusiasm is an important and necessary ingredient in successful salesmanship. But passion is not always good. Sometimes your very excitement about the product you sell can be a hindrance. “What?” you might protest. “What about all those motivational messages and quotes I've been saving?” Well, don't throw them away. But too much of a good thing can leave you without a sale, wondering what happened at closing time.

What went wrong? “Often, sales executives don’t take time to hear what a client is saying,” says Thomas D. Zweifel, CEO of the Swiss Consulting Group. "They don’t know the magic of a successful close happens when you are silent."

Silence, however, is not exactly dominant in our culture, unlike in the Finnish culture, for example.  Finns often use long, strategic silences to build trust, while Americans often rush to fill uncomfortable pauses with pep talk. But silence and listening can be the key to the type of partnership that leads to major accomplishments. "When you listen for the gold, you can hear what the client is saying as the solution," says Thomas. “Precisely when you feel as if you cannot bear to listen for another second, listen for one minute longer than is comfortable.” In the room afforded by silence, clients might seize the opportunity to express themselves. Instead of waxing enthusiastic on the benefits of your product, allow clients to fill in the silence.  You may just receive insights about the client that will help you better fulfill his or her needs. 

Listening also establishes a positive relationship by building trust. When you let customers speak, when you really pay attention to what they are saying, they feel recognized. They might tell you a secret or a concern or a dream that will be vital in your ongoing relationship. This is when the closing "gems" start popping up. What often emerges is the way to a successful close that is far better than the one you devised yourself.

Thomas encourages you to wait for this information to reveal itself. If you hear for example, "my husband is against this," you've just discovered who holds the power in the house. You may never have uncovered this strategic knowledge had you filled all of the silent spaces with the pat reasons of why your product is valuable.

Sounds good in print, but how do you make it happen? Here's an example of how Thomas put listening to work in his own leadership consulting company. During one strategy meeting, "I sat on my mouth for a change, and I was amazed at the creativity pouring forth. What people came up with without my interruption was better than what was on my own agenda." Thomas says it's easy to lose sight of this subtle, yet important technique if we're focusing only on producing the results.

Listening. How do you measure up?

As the graph at right (note to typesetter, change this wording according to where you lay in the graphic) shows, there is a lot more to listening than just keeping your mouth closed. Real listening requires paying full attention to the one doing the talking. Anticipating your response doesn't count—nor does mentally ticking off errands to be done on your way home from work. Unfortunately, these two aspects of poor listening frequently sneak in without our awareness. 

Here's a simple exercise. For the next week, pretend you are a Greek envoy. Thomas explains: "Before the advent of modern diplomacy, ancient Greek leaders sent envoys to negotiations in foreign lands. They acted like human tape recorders. When the envoys returned, they presented to their leaders what they had heard word for word. These envoys were not permitted to interpret—only to transmit." Practice replaying, aloud or mentally, what you hear throughout the day, word for word—without interpretation or condensation. Have fun with it. Find a teammate or co-worker to try the experiment with. If you're really brave, you might try it with your spouse or a family member. You may be surprised to find out how often you space out or add your interpretation so automatically that you don't even realize you’re doing it. When you catch yourself off in lala land while your client is happily talking away, simply ask the client to repeat what he or she just said with a simple, "I'm sorry, I didn't catch that last point. Would you mind repeating it?" This will help you gain their respect by showing that you find what they have to say so valuable you don't want to miss a word. "Consciously or subconsciously, people know when they are being ignored," says Thomas.

Going Beyond the Norm to Exceptional Listening

Once you've mastered the "playback" technique, you'll be ready to implement the positive listening levels indicated in the graph. By empathizing with your client, you build the possibility of a lasting relationship. Empathizing means you can hear the underlying intention, not simply the apparent content, of a communication. This is the ability to put yourself in your client’s shoes. This listening skill can be most helpful in situations like this: Your client calls you up at the end of a long day. His tone of voice is bitter and demanding as he rails on about some oversight on your part. At this point, you have two choices. You can respond to the form of the message, the anger and frustration, become defensive yourself and lose a client for good. Or you can listen to the underlying intent of the message and reflect that back. “I can hear that you are very frustrated and upset, and I can understand how you would feel that way.” Caution: be sure that your intent is clearly to resolve the situation in the best interest of your client. If you reflect what your client is saying merely to “shut him up,” you are placating, not empathizing. The result will still be a lost client. Properly using the empathizing technique will help you find the common ground necessary for a positive resolution to the conflict. Thomas explains, “Focusing on what people are saying, rather than how they are saying it, helps you become their ally in resolving the issue at hand.” At this point, you have just saved yourself a client and probably gained several more through referrals.

You are now ready to move on to the highest level of listening: generating. When you apply this skill, you open up new doors of potential for both yourself and your client. Coaches whose intent is to inspire their team members to unleash and express their full potential most commonly use this skill. Coaches must see the individuals on their team as whole people, not just objects or tools. “It’s the same in sales,” says Thomas. “If people feel you care about them as a whole human being, they can become alive to their own potential.” 

Thomas once used this skill in organization he was coaching to turn an unrecognized “nobody” on the staff into a major producer.  Thomas explains, “partly by the necessity of producing a huge sales result, I generated the possibility of this woman producing $100,000 or more, and I listened to her from that perspective. She became a major leader in the organization and ended up producing more than $700,000 in that year alone.” According to Thomas, even though these results looked like a miracle, they were not. “It was the result of a very conscious, very systematic effort on my part. All of my listening and all of my speaking were directed to her brilliance; I held her capable of almost anything and all of my actions were correlated with my speaking and listening for this woman’s greatness.”

If you hold your client capable of building the financial future of their dreams, listen and speak to them from that intent, you can actually help them to create it for themselves.

Mastering these communication techniques can increase your bottom line in many ways: more sales from the same client, more sales from referrals, and clients who transform from a name on a page to true friends. If this sounds overly optimistic, consider Abbott Laboratories. The company’s sales techniques turned off customers until Abbott implemented a program to improve employee listening skills. The result: 200 problem accounts have improved since 1995, resulting in $9 million of additional sales.

Editor's Note: Thomas D. Zweifel, co-founder and chief executive officer of the Swiss Consulting group, a leadership development company with offices in New York, (1-212-288-4858) Basel and Geneva. Educated in Switzerland, Germany and the United States, Thomas has brought his global experience to Fortune 500 clients, organizations and individuals. Since 1984,Thomas has lived and worked on four continents, built and coached sustainable, high-performance teams and realized breakthrough results in the most diverse—and often outright adverse—circumstances and cultures. He and his team are available for workshops and lectures on communication and other topics of interest to individual and corporate sales leaders. For more information on the Swiss Consulting Group, consult its web page at www.swissconsultinggroup.com. Look for more insightful articles on Thomas’s sales and communication techniques in future issues of this publication.

Check List for Listening that Produces Results (typesetting note: Please make the following bullets into boxes or checkmarks and place a box around the whole thing. Thanks.)

· Focus on what the other says without thinking of what you will say next.

· Listen without a point of view. Put your tendency to evaluate on hold.

· Listen and mentally recreate exactly what the other is saying.

· See things from the other’s point of view.

· As you listen to a person, try hearing her or his underlying intention.

· Listen for “gold”; hear whatever the person is saying as the solution.

· Listen for one minute longer than may be comfortable.

· Experiment with listening. What results can you produce through listening rather than talking?

· Remember that your advice is usually noise in their ears.

