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Just like  

B2C consumers,  

B2B customers are also 

heading online to buy. 

I
f you want to connect with your buyers, understand  

their needs, and ultimately make sales, here’s what  

you need to know about them.

1 / They don’t like being sold to

Just like B2C consumers, B2B customers are also  

heading online to buy. The internet has made B2B  

transactions quick and easy, especially with the growing  

emergence of eCommerce. Forrester research has 

found that 59 per cent of B2B buyers don’t want to 

interact with salespeople. Moreover, a staggering 

93 per cent would rather buy online than from a 

salesperson once they know what they want.

The solution? Don’t sell, inform.

“Customers want to make informed buying decisions,  

not to be sold to,” says Paul O’Donohue, Founder and  

Group CEO of SalesStar Global.

In short, the old out-dated product-feature ramble is  

not going to impress clients. In 2014, LinkedIn found  

that B2B buyers are five times more likely to engage 
with a sales professional who provides new insights 

about their business. Their interest is in growing their  

profits, and yours should be too. 

People don’t buy products, they buy better 

versions of themselves. Or in the B2B case, 

better versions of their businesses.

CHAPTER 
ONE

Understand how  
your prospects buy

Buying behaviour has gone through radical changes since the  

arrival of the internet and the growing eCommerce industry. 
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UNDERSTAND HOW YOUR PROSPECTS BUY

2 / They conduct intensive online research

Not only do 89 per cent of B2B buyers use the internet  

to conduct product research, but over half (53 per cent)  

are actually taking longer to make a purchase. Why? 

The internet is a wealth of knowledge and offers 

buyers more resources than ever to help them make 

purchasing decisions. From pricing lists to online 

reviews, there’s a lot of information to sift through 

and buyers are investigating more resources to gauge  

the quality of a product or service. 

For businesses that persist on using a product-feature  

sales strategy, it’s becoming harder for companies to  

make ground.

The solution? Sell outcomes, not products.

“Customers are very sophisticated these days,”  

says Paul. “Many of them know more about a product  

than the salesperson knows. Buyer’s don’t want  

to hear what they already know. So talk to them 

about their problems, what they are costing them, 

and how you can help alleviate those problems  

to enhance their profit. Your products should be  

the vehicle; a means to an end.”

To quote a popular adage: people don’t buy products,  

they buy better versions of themselves. Or in the 

B2B case, better versions of their businesses.

3 / They’re spoilt for choice

The world is now a mature market with many 

companies competing in the same space.  

Their products are highly commoditised and,  

more often than not, share comparable features. 

While the consultative strategy is an excellent way 

to stand out from the competition, you must still 

be able to show that your solution is valuable to 

your client’s business. If you can’t illustrate both 

the measurable and nonmeasurable returns your 

solution has, then price quickly becomes the only 

way you can match competitors.

The solution? Don’t sell on price. Sell solutions.

“An effective consultative seller understands  

that not all costs are financial,” says Paul.  

“The most successful sellers are those who  

show profit enhancement. And interestingly,  

their products are often priced higher.”

4 / They want to collaborate and co-create

In the modern world, where everything is tailored 

and built specifically for individual purposes,  

B2B buyers want to have a say in the solutions you  

offer their business. Even their decision making is 

collaborative: 52 per cent of B2B purchases involve  

4 or more people.

The solution? Make it a conversation.

“Consultative selling is a conversation when it’s 

executed really well,” says Paul. “That’s all selling is. 

A conversation; communication. And the hallmark 

of a conversation is that it’s two-way.”

Don’t forget this with your proposals either.  

They can be collaborative too. 

“Write up your proposals as a discussion document,” 

advises Paul, “It’s a way to talk about how they can 

move forward and how you can help them do that. 

The best practice is to give them three options.  

Say, bronze, silver and gold options. When you  

do this, they’ll start to collaborate and say, ‘I think 

we need this’.

“If you’ve positioned yourself as a trusted advisor 

and they might ask: ‘what do you think? what are 

your recommendations?’, you might respond with: 

‘based on this, you really need this version of  

this product. But, if you’ve got a limited budget,  

you could start with this’.” 

Tip: Speak the same language as  

your clients. Use some of their turns of 

phrase and idiosyncrasies you heard in  

your first exploration meeting. 
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I
f you want to achieve the coveted “trusted 

advisor” status, follow these three consultative 

selling tips.

1 / Target the right person

The consultative sale is a strategy for selling to CEOs  

and business leaders. These are the people who 

care about business profits. If you fail to reach the 
right person, that is, the one who can make big 

business decisions to impact those profits, then your  
positioning statement is going to fall on deaf ears.

“Middle to lower management are usually not driven  

by profit outcomes,” says Alex Chan, Head of Learning  

and Development at SalesStar Global. “They are 

driven by the supplier’s costs, their performance as 

a supplier, and the performance of the products.”

Approaching the wrong person is where many 

salespeople come unstuck. It’s not an uncommon 

mistake, especially if the salesperson feels they have  

a better chance of making the sale if they target 

someone they’re more comfortable talking to.

CHAPTER 
TWO

How to position yourself  
as a trusted advisor 

While the foundation of consultative selling is to enhance 

client profits, it’s near impossible to do that if the customer 
doesn’t trust you first. Establishing yourself as a trusted 
advisor starts with the very first point of contact with 
your client. 

Establish 

yourself as 

a trusted 

advisor.
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HOW TO POSITION YOURSELF AS A TRUSTED ADVISOR 

For example, a technically minded salesperson 

might prefer to target the chief engineer of 

a manufacturing firm because they are more 

comfortable talking to a fellow technical person. 

The problem with this is that the chief engineer 

is a user. He or she isn’t interested in business 

profitability, they just want to know if your product 

works; they want to know the features. Trying to 

sell to them on profit enhancement will fall flat on 

its face.

“The first thing to understand is that we’ve got to 

approach the right level of senior management,” 

says Alex. “As a rule, sell features when talking to 

the users of the product or service and sell profit 

enhancement (i.e. consultative strategy) when 

dealing with senior management.”

2 / Cut through with your  

value proposition

Researching your customer’s industry is key to 

consultative selling. Why? Because identifying a 

common problem that your client resonates with is 

a crucial part of establishing yourself as a trusted 

advisor, rather than a product-feature seller. 

Moreover, this approach will help you get the cut 

through you need to motivate a client to meet you.

“It comes down to knowing how to position 

ourselves when we first manage to get through 

to them, and to be able to articulate our value 

proposition,” says Alex. 

This step—the opening positioning statement— 

is vital for a salesperson to establish themselves  

as a trusted advisor: 

“Your value proposition must focus on the client’s 

outcomes, not your product,” Alex says. “Centre it 

around the results you’ve got for other people and 

the likely outcomes you can get for them if they 

consent to see you.”

          Here’s what it might look like:

“Hi Mr/Ms CEO, thanks for taking the time to 

pick up the phone. Look, we’ve been talking to 

a lot of chief executives, like yourself, who are 

very concerned. This is because they realise 

that sales results could be better, but they’re 

not quite sure where to actually start to go 

about improving them.”

The value proposition quickly follows:

“Working with other manufacturers like 

yourselves, we’ve been able to get results of 

between 15 and 40 per cent increase in sales 

within the first year, and substantially greater 

sales from the second year on. 

“Now, what I’d like to do is to take some time 

to get to know you, come and see you, and 

after chatting with you for about 20 minutes, 

I should get an idea as to whether or not I can 

get a similar result here as well with you.  

But if I can’t I’ll tell you. Is that fair enough?”

What’s happened here? We’ve found the right person  

to talk to. We’ve stated an emotional reaction to  

a common problem—a problem that (hopefully) 

resonates with the client. The value proposition is 

focused on what the outcome would be (increase 

sales of between 15 to 40 per cent) without 

mentioning the product at all, and we’ve shot for an  

appointment with the promise that if we couldn’t help,  

we’d let them know.

“We see people using this approach daily to establish  

themselves as someone looking to help the customer,  

not sell to them,” says Alex. “Followed by evidence to  

support their claim, they are able to get the cut through  

that they need to get the customer interested.”
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HOW TO POSITION YOURSELF AS A TRUSTED ADVISOR 

3 / Use Socratic questions to build 

motivation and trust

Emotions are responsible for 85 per cent of decision 

making, including purchasing decisions. In the  

world of sales, this means that emotions lead to 

buyer motivation. Turn to Chapter 3 to learn more 

about mastering the art of Socratic questioning.

Emotions are responsible for  

85 per cent of decision making,  

including purchasing decisions.

The takeaway? Consultative selling relies on 

uncovering a problem (pain) or opportunity (gain) 

that impacts a customer’s business profits. 

“As senior managers see it, if there is no unnecessary  

cost being incurred, there is no problem and therefore  

no motivation to buy,” says Alex. “Consultative selling  

takes the client on a journey to allow them to 

discover otherwise.”

Using a structured, open-ended line of questioning, 

a consultative seller can help customers discover a  

problem and understand the impact and consequence  

of that problem if things don’t change. What’s more, 

that line of questioning also fires up the emotional 

part of their brain.

“We want them to feel something along the lines of 

curiosity, engagement and ‘tell me more’,” says Alex. 

“The moment they think or feel or say that, then we 

know that we’ve got them engaged.”

Last of all, because the consultative approach leads 

the customer to make their own conclusions, the 

salesperson’s role becomes that of an advisor to the 

customer, rather than the “hard seller” that many of 

us associate with sales.

Unfortunately, the most common mistake salespeople  

make is following the wrong line of questioning. 

Failing to ask the hard questions, or not structuring 

their questions correctly, can result in the salesperson  

not finding a problem.  

Establishing trust is sometimes a tricky thing, but 

if we boil the process down into a simple equation, 

this is what it would look like:

Right person + right value proposition  

+ right line of questioning = trust

And remember: So long as your client’s 

profitability remains your core focus,  
you’re already halfway there. Turn to 

Chapter 3 to learn more about the art of 

Socratic questioning. 

Consultative selling 

relies on uncovering  

a problem that  

impacts a  

customer’s  

business  

profits. 
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I
f you’re stumped on what questions to ask clients 

and how to structure your approach to uncover 

their problems, look no further. Here’s what you 

need to know.

But first, what makes a “great question”  
in consultative selling?

The goal of a consultative seller’s line of questioning 

is to uncover a problem. What’s more, you only need  

to find one compelling problem. 

To do this, consultative sellers use Socratic 

questions—questions that are designed to make their  

recipients work through complicated problems and 

their implications. This method involves asking  

open-ended—who, what, when, where, why, how— 

questions that encourage the client to talk at length,  

rather than give simple yes/no answers.

“Your goal is to uncover one thing they’re struggling 

with that you can help with. So, think about the 

line of questioning you would ask to uncover that,” 

says Paul O’Donohue, Founder and Group CEO of 

SalesStar Global. 

“Your questions should take the client on a journey 

to self-discover this problem and the impact it’s 

having on their business. Plan the questions you 

would ask to discover how motivated they are to 

take action, and whether they have the budget and 

how do they make decisions on that.”

In a nutshell, your line of questioning needs to:

1. Discover pain, even if the customer seems 

happy with their current supplier.

2. Create an emotional state.

3. Take the customer on a journey to realise that 

change is needed.

CHAPTER 
THREE

Master the art of  
Socratic questioning 

If you’re looking to start selling consultatively, you’ll need 

to master the art of Socratic questioning. 

Questions should 

start to get them 

thinking about 

their pain points 

and how much 

these are costing.
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MASTER THE ART OF SOCRATIC QUESTIONING 

Seven questions you should always ask 

your clients

1. What is impacting your business the most? 

There is no such thing as perfect, especially in business.  

There is almost certainly something they’d like to 

do better or be better at. Questions that ask after 

your client’s current state of affairs should start to 

get them thinking about their pain points and the 

implications they’re having on their business.

2. How much is that costing you?

Remember not all costs are financial. They can be 

both measurable, such as number of customers, 

time, wastage, productivity and non-measurable, 

such as employee wellness and brand health.

Costs could include:

 � Time wasted.

 � Downtime.

 � Product wastage.

 � Productivity loss.

 � Staff churn.

 � Utility costs.

 � Labour costs.

 � Brand costs.

 � Wellness.

 � Loss of customers.

3. How does that make you feel?

This question is the favourite of psychiatrists for 

a reason. It’s effective. It also helps to trigger an 

emotional state that’ll motivate your prospect to 

find a solution.

4. What have you tried to do about it?

Take your client back through their past attempts 

to rectify the problem and why it did or didn’t work. 

This not only helps you understand the scope of 

the problem better, but also focuses the client’s 

attention on the scale of the problem, and that it is 

still persisting.

5. What could it mean for your business if you 

choose to ignore this?

Questions that look to the future implications a 

problem could have can further motivate clients to 

find a solution. Try to encourage your customer to 

consider both the business and personal impact the 

problem may cause.

6. What would a solution mean for your business— 

and to you?

This question is the proverbial carrot. It dangles a 

“what if” in front of the client’s nose and encourages 

them to visualise a future where their pain is gone and  

what that could mean on a business (reduced costs,  

greater profits) and personal level (relief, confidence).

7. What’s your budget to fix this problem?

It’s perhaps the most important question you can ask.  

Without this information, you have no idea if your  

solution is fit for your client, moreover, the answer can  

help you put the scale of the problem in perspective.  

A budget of $50,000 might seem like a lot to a 

salesperson, but for a multinational turning over 

$30 million in profit, it’s a modest sum.

How many questions is enough?

“Questions that lead down the wrong rabbit hole or  

don’t lead anywhere are the wrong questions to ask,”  

says Paul O’Donohue, Founder and Group CEO of  

SalesStar Global. “Too many of those dead-end 

questions will be frustrating for both parties.”

The trick to really nailing the consultative questioning  

strategy is to prepare well and have a line of questions  

ready to go before meeting the client. 

“It’s a discovery meeting and it’s about asking the  

right questions to discover if the client has a problem  

that you can help with, if you’re the right person to 

do that, and if your solution will fit their budget  

and timings,” says Paul. “So, any questions outside  

of that is too many questions.”
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B
ut just how important are they? And is  
there a way to overcome a reluctance to  

ask them?

 

What consultative selling questions are 

hard to ask?

Consultative selling follows the STAR questioning 

process: Situation, Tension, Affect and Resolve. 

Situation and tension questions usually involve 

asking questions to gauge what the client’s current 

business situation is and uncover their pain. 

However, Affect questions—those that seek to 

uncover the cost of the problem and its personal 

and business implications—are tough, close-to-

home questions that salespeople often shy away 

from asking.

Why? Sometimes it’s a simply lack of strategy  

and understanding of the consultative process.  

However, more often, the reasons are psychological.  

The two biggest are money weakness and need  

for approval.

Money weakness is a psychological condition where  

a salesperson is uncomfortable talking about other 

people’s money.

“A lot of the time it’s subconscious, because of our 

upbringing,” says Paul O’Donohue, Founder and 

Group CEO of SalesStar Global. “Salespeople with 

this condition struggle to ask the deep and important  

questions around budgets and finances, especially if 

the client pushes back on budgets. They don’t know 

what to say.”

Need for approval afflicts 54 per cent of salespeople  

and those that have it typically want (need) people 

to like them. As a result, they worry over questions 

that might upset their prospects.

“Salespeople with high need for approval have a 

massive need to build the relationship and to sell on 

the personal relationship,” says Paul. “So when they 

get into these tougher questions that a consultative 

strategy requires them to ask, they fail.”

CHAPTER 
FOUR

How to ask tough questions

Asking tough questions is consultative selling 101. 

The STAR  

questioning process:
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HOW TO ASK TOUGH QUESTIONS

Why are these questions important? 

Understanding a client’s pain points and the costs 

associated with them is core to a consultative strategy.  

Without this information, you can’t take the customer  

on a journey to motivate them to change their business  

for the better. What’s more, you can’t qualify that 

you can even help your customer. And if it turns out 

you can’t, you’ve just wasted their time and yours. 

These questions matter.

“If you’re failing to ask the tough questions, you’re 

not really getting the full picture of what’s going on 

in the client’s business,” says Paul. “If you ask the 

tougher questions, you’re more likely to understand 

the client’s pain and more likely to get the emotion 

out of them that you need. That then helps you 

understand how you can win the client over on the 

value of your solution.”

Asking questions like “How much is this costing?” 

and “Is that a lot of money for you?” are critical.  

If your solution to your client’s problem is $100,000— 

a large sum to the average salesperson—some may 

agonise over the cost of the proposal and even cave 

in and discount it if the client pushes back on it.  

However, if you know wholeheartedly that this 

problem is costing your client $1 million and that 

it is only $100,000 to fix, then you’ll have greater 

conviction when you present the solution.

How can we overcome our reluctance to 

ask these questions?

Salespeople must realise that if they don’t ask hard 

questions they can’t help their client to the best of 

their abilities—or successfully pull off a consultative 

selling strategy. The good news is that a bit of self-

awareness, life experience and coaching can help you  

overcome most psychological weaknesses in sales.

“I personally had this need for approval 12 years ago  

when I evaluated myself,” says Paul. “Through a lot 

of coaching and training, I’ve overcome it. But it 

doesn’t completely go away, so you’ve got be aware 

of it, and be able to quickly recognise if it’s getting in 

the way of asking a tougher question.

“Generally speaking, the question is just tough in 
the salesperson’s head.”

Tip: If you’re worried about offending your 

client with your question, simply frame it first.  

Open it with something along the lines of  

“For us to really understand your business  

I need to ask you a few tough questions,  

is that okay?”

Where do most salespeople go wrong?

The reason why the consultative strategy works 

so well is because it warms the client up before 

launching into the more pointed questions to get 

the emotional reaction consultative sellers want. 

However, salespeople can fall into trouble if they 
dive in with their hard questions too soon. Like the 

frog in the pot, you’ve got to turn the heat up slowly, 

or your client will jump straight out.

“If you put the heat on the client too early, they’ll 

feel like you’re being intrusive, or that they’re being 

sold to,” says Paul. “You have to warm them up with 
a line of questioning, and create a conversation.

“With the right line of questioning, they will lead 

themselves to wanting to buy your solution. 

They’ll say: ‘How do we actually get going on this? 
When can you deliver this? I’ve had enough of this 

problem, how can you help me?’ That’s when you 

know you’ve executed a consultative selling process 

really well.” 
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A
re you sure you’re ready—and what about 

the client? Is there such a thing as too soon 

 in the world of consultative selling? 

To help, here are a few sales presentation tips to 

help perfect your timing:

1 / Don’t present until you understand 

the problem

Never present a solution until you’ve fully understood  

your client’s problem. If you’ve gone through a 

consultative line of questioning you should have a 

clear understanding of what your client’s objectives 

are and what problems are preventing them from 

achieving them—along with the costs. 

“We see a lot of salespeople do what we call a ‘show up  

and throw up’,” says Paul O’Donohue, Founder and  

Group CEO of SalesStar Global. “They go to a meeting  

and go: ‘Here’s our proposal, here are our solutions, 
here’s our product, it’s all about us, buy, buy, buy.’ 

They don’t take a step back and leave the product 

and solution in the car and ask some questions first 
to see if the client qualifies.”

2 / Don’t present until you understand 

the value

Until you fully grasp the scale of your client’s problem,  

particularly in terms of what it is costing them, 

along with their budgets and timelines, it is almost 

impossible to understand the value your proposal has.

CHAPTER 
FIVE

Nail the timing of your  
sales presentation

You’ve nailed your opening call, delivered a superb value 

proposition and you’ve piqued your client’s curiosity.  

But there’s only a small window of opportunity to present 

a proposal, so timing is mission critical. 

A consultative line of 

questioning should give a 

clear understanding of what 

your client’s objectives are.
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GET THE TIMING OF YOUR SALES PRESENTATION RIGHT

Think of it like this: say you have one million dollars. 

Sounds like a lot right? It must be valuable! But what  

if that one million dollars is actually from a 

hyperinflated economy? It might not be enough to 

even buy a loaf of bread. All of a sudden, your one 

million dollars doesn’t have the same value as you 

thought it did.

Understanding the value of your solution to their 

business helps you put things into perspective,  

as well as gauge the seriousness of the problem and 

how motivated your prospect is to fix it.

“Once you’ve fully understood that, then you can go 

‘Here’s the value this solution brings’,” says Paul.  

“If the customer pushes back, it allows you to say  

‘Well, Mr/Ms Client, you’re saying this is too 

expensive, but you’ve got a challenge here, which  

is costing you this, and this solution is going to fix 

your problem. So, it’s good value isn’t it?’”

3 / Slow down to speed up your  

sales cycle

It might seem counter-logical, but if you want to 

speed up your sales cycle, you need to slow down. 

Take the time in your consultative interview to 

complete a full line of questioning in your initial 

meeting before presenting a solution.

“It’s important to understand how your client goes 

about making their decisions, what their time 

frames are, and if they’ve budgeted for a solution to 

their problem,” says Paul. “If you haven’t got all of 

that then you’re probably presenting too early.”

4 / Stay in control of the process

The trick to staying in control of a consultative sale 

is to make the client feel like they’re in control. How?  

Your line of questioning is crucial here, it’s no good 

pointing out their pain points for them, they must 

discover them on their own. 

“If you tell them that they have a problem, then 

you risk coming across as quite arrogant. This puts 

you on the back foot and creates another obstacle 

for you to overcome,” says Paul. “With Socratic 

questioning you can control the conversation to get 

the right emotional reaction from your client and 

motivate them to change things.”

Many consultative sellers use a two-meeting process.  

The first as an exploration meeting to learn about 

the client, their pains, the costs associated with that 

along with their motivation to change. The second 

meeting is to come back and present a solution.

“There can be a bit of time between that first meeting  

and second meeting,” says Paul. “And the key to 

making the sale is getting the buying temperature up,  

and that happens when you talk about the client’s 

problem and the costs associated with it.

“If there are new people in the room, then draw them  

in by asking them your open-ended questions again, 

‘John, you weren’t here at the last meeting, but how  

do you feel about this challenge? How has it affected  

your side of the business?’.”

5 / Present at the right time for the 

client, not you

Never leave your first meeting without booking a time  

for your second meeting. Try asking your client when  

they’d like you to come back to present a proposal. 

This will put the ball back in their court and make 

them feel in control, while in actual fact you are. 

What’s more, you won’t end up presenting too soon  

(and risk turning into the stereotyped pushy 

salesperson) or too late (and risk losing the sale to 

someone else). Instead, your presentation is at a 

time that’s right for the client.

Tip: Apply the 80/20 rule of consultative 

selling to your proposal. Spend 80 per cent 

of it talking about the client, their problems 

and how you will enhance their profit and the 

remaining 20 per cent on how your service or 

product will help them. 
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Global Head Office

  +64 9 524 0999

  info@salesstar.com

 Contact us for your nearest international partner

Fifty per cent of salespeople are 

smashing their sales numbers using 

consultative selling—isn’t it time 

your team joined them?

Join hundreds of sales reps, leaders and managers across 

Australasia who have become sales STARS. Contact us today  

for a free consultation and use us as sounding board to help 

refine your sales processes, enhance your management 
skills and set your team up to succeed.

Ready to learn the art  
of consultative selling?

Contact SalesStar today
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Join hundreds of sales reps, leaders and managers around 
the world who have become sales STARS. Contact us today  

   Contact Your SalesStar Coach Today

North America Office

614-551-9858
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