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How To Ask The Right Sales Questions 

If ever there was a key skill that you need to study and improve upon it’s asking the right 

sales questions. 
 

You need to unearth the pain, the desire and the motivations that will get your prospect to 
take action. 
 

Now in an ideal world your prospect will answer your questions EXACTLY the way that you 
want them to so that your product/service benefits match them like fitting a hand into a 

glove! 
 
But we live in the real world! 

 
Having said that here’s a technique that will enable you to work out what questions to ask so 

that you get the answers you need! 
 
Here’s how: 

 
Write down the top 5 benefits that your product/service has. 

 
Then, you need to reverse engineer those benefits. Write down what the prospect would be 

experiencing now because they are not taking advantage of those benefits because they are 
not using your product/service. 
 

Let me give you an example: 
 

Let’s say that you sell software that enables you to fax documents from your desktop. 
 
One of the benefits is that it saves you time and money. There’s no standing at a fax 

machine and because its internet based there are no costs to fax each document after the 
initial purchase of the software. 

 
So that’s the benefit. We now need to reverse engineer that benefit. 
 

Now because the prospect does not use the software at the moment a lot of time must be 
wasted when people are sending faxes because it takes a couple of minutes for them to go 

through. Plus, it costs 30p to send a fax from the machine. 
 
So now you can construct some questions around this: 

 
 How many faxes does your company send in an average month? 

 How long does it take to send a fax at the machine? 
 How much is it currently costing you to send the faxes each month? 

 

So if you get something like 1,000 faxes, 5 minutes per fax and 30p per fax and your 
software costs £250 then you’ve really got something to work on! 

 
Because after you’ve completed the document to fax all you need to do is enter one screen, 
put in the number and press send so it takes 1 minute as opposed to 5 – SAVING 4000 

minutes per month. 
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Currently it costs your company 1,000 faxes x 30p per fax each month – £300 per month. 
 
So in month 1 the payback is actually £50 saving (£300 fax fees – cost of software £250) and 

then £300 per month savings thereafter and it saves 66 hours’ worth of time which at £10 
per hour equates to £660. 

 
You get the idea. Construct your questions in this way and it will really help you. 

 
 

Types Of Question That Will Get You Quality Answers 

 
So we know that one of the best qualities that we can develop in sales is the skill of asking 
questions, and being able to obtain information from prospects is a pre-requisite to providing 

answers and services to them – but what type of questions should you be asking to get the 
response you need from your prospects and clients? 

 
When we ask salespeople what type of questions they ask of their prospects, they often reply 
with ‘open’ and ‘closed’ questions. These are the basic questions that a person can ask. But 

there are more ‘types’ of questions that will help you get deeper and more concise 
information.  

 
Here are a series of different questions you can ask that will get you quality answers. 
  

Probing Questions 
These dig deeper for further intense information. For example, the client may say they are 

looking for a better price. A probing question could be, “When you say ‘better price’ are you 
referring to the up-front price or the long-term cost?” 
 

Rhetorical Questions 
These are questions where you’re not expecting an answer to,  but make the client think as if 

a question is being asked. For example, you might say, “I’m sure you’d agree that the extra 
warranty builds more confidence in the product?” Also “This will offer you better return on 

investment, which is what you said you needed, isn’t it?” 
 
Focused Questions 

These narrow down the discussions by concentrating on specific areas of concern for the 
client. For example, “You mentioned the extra costs incurred in developing your own 

solutions. Exactly how much are you talking about?” This focusses in on specific concerns and 
helps you zero in on solutions. 
 

Reflecting Questions 
These reflect back on what the customer might have been referring to and helps the detail 

become clearer. For example, “When you say ‘I’m looking to start very soon’, could you tell 
me when ‘very soon’ is?” You take the ideas and concerns the prospect may have and act like 
a mirror in reflecting them back to him, for further and deeper discussions. 

 
Hypothetical Questions 

These are conjectural or conditional questions that get the client thinking through various 
scenarios. For example, “Suppose you were to change suppliers and get quicker 
deliveries…what impact would that have on your current level of business?” Also, “What 

would happen if you lost two of you top ten customers?” These questions get the prospect 
thinking about the possible future situations. 
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Clarifying Questions 
These do as you would suppose, clarifying the situation, so there’s less distortion in the 
understanding. For example, “Could you be more precise when you say you want ‘better 

results’?” Also, “How do you see these services offering better results for your customers?” 
You increase the clarity of meaning when the prospect answers these questions. 

 
Leading Questions 
These are questions that lead the client to a clearer understanding of what your solution 

might do for them. For example, “You do understand how our BX150 Model will help you save 
money in the long run, and help you reduce time needed to fix faults, don’t you?” Also, “This 

solution will encourage your customers to be more loyal to you, which is what you were 
requiring, wasn’t it?” This type of question aids in building confidence in your solution by 
gaining agreement with you. 

 
What you’ll see is how many questions cross over each other, so some clarifying questions 

may also be open, focussed and reflecting as well. Some leading questions may be probing 
and clarifying. So the real point is not to think ‘what type of question should I ask?’ It’s ‘How 
can my quality of questions get the best out of the discussions I am having?’ 

 
Be aware of the way you can get the client to consider different options with the different 

format of questions, and you’ll find you get better quality answers from your prospects. 
 
 

3 Critical Sales Questions You Should Be Asking 
 

Here are three critical questions you need to confirm with your customer before you have a 
hope in progressing the sale: 

 
1. Who is going to make the decision? 

That’s pretty obvious, but do you know who the key influencers are, too? Who are the 

people the decision-maker is going to take counsel from, ask approval of, or commit 
the product and services to? If you know who the influencers are, you may be in a 

position to present at their level, too. 
 

2. What criteria do your customers use to make decisions? 

Each decision-maker will have their own way of deciding on how the decision will be 
made. If you haven’t sorted out what those ways are, you’re toast. 

 
They might want a particular ROI, or completion within a certain time frame. They may 

wish to follow a certain process that they followed the last time they chose. Or they 
may have a certain budget that they have decided to stick to, no matter what. Find out 
the criteria they are going to use to judge whether they will use you, and you’re firing 

on all cylinders. 
 

3. Why are those criteria so important? 
Ask your customer why that particular reason is so important to them. It may be that 
other projects are running parallel to the use of your product or service. You can then 

make sure your services can assist the customer achieve their goals. 
 

The answer to these questions will assist you in developing a closer partnership with the 
customer and put you in prime position in their considerations. 
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Shift Your Client’s Focus & Build Value With Quality Questions  
 
Strong and well-structured questions are not only great for finding out important information 
from your prospects and clients and helping to move the sale forward – they are also vital for 

helping you to build the value of your product or service and will enable you to close more 
deals as a result of this.  

 
The question is, how do we get buyers to understand that their needs are more important 
than price, so they are willing to pay more for a better solution? 

 
Well, we begin by getting them to appreciate their needs and wants fully, by convincing and 

hard-hitting questions that put the emphasis on their business rather than the cheapness of 
the competitions’ offerings. 
 

Much research has demonstrated that your understanding the quantitative value of your 
benefits to the customer helps you gain more value form your market. What value is your 

solution worth to your customers? What impact does that value have on their businesses or 
their lives? You can shift your buyer’s focus onto value and away from price with these type 
of questions: 

 
Questions That Focus On Non-Price Issues 

See if you can get these type of questions into your discussions: 
 

 “What do your buyers look for from you?” 
 “What takes away some of your profitability?” 
 “How much technical support do you require as back up?” 

 “What will you gain by finding a solution to this problem?” 
 “What trends are you seeing in your customers’ buying motives?” 

 
These will help you focus on things outside the question of price and identify other issues 
that are probably more important than price to them. 

 
Questions That Focus On Your Added-Value 

These questions build the strength of your company in the prospect’s eyes: 
 

 “How much flexibility do you require from a supplier?” 

 “How can we make it easier for you to buy from us?” 
 “What issues concern you the most?” 

 “How important are back-up services to you and your customers?” 
 “Do you have special ordering or stock-level considerations?” 
 “Would it help if we offered training for your staff in using the product?” 

 
Questions That Create Urgency 

These focus on acting quickly, a motive that could reinforce reasons for using you: 
 

 “What impact does a delay in process-ordering have on your customers?” 

 “What are your short-term objectives?” 
 “How much do delays cost your company?” 

 “Are you getting full utilisation out of your current solution?” 
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Questions That Paint Pictures Of The Future 
Focusing on a successful outcome for the customer will encourage them to think of you as 
they associate success with your product: 

 
 “What do you see happening as you move forward on this project?” 

 “If you had the ideal solution, what would it be?” 
 “How would the future look for your business if you succeeded?” 
 “What pressures would be taken off you when you make a decision to go ahead?” 

 
These type of questions shift the buyer’s perspective away from price because they get them 

to focus on ideas and concepts that build value, and the emphasis is on results, not 
processes. Get the buyer to think in terms of the benefits they can receive from what you 
offer, and they are more likely to see the value of doing business with you, as long as those 

values are aligned to their buying criteria. 
 

The 2500-Year-Old Questioning Technique That Works With Modern 
Day Buyers  
 
Before I sign off on this report, here is one final tip from me on a great questioning technique 

that has truly stood the test of time and will help you to sell sales-savvy modern day buyers.  
 

Imagine you’re walking around the shops and an elderly man approaches you, asking you 

some questions. 
 

You try to ignore him, but his questions are powerful and engaging. He makes you think a lot 
and you find yourself drawn into the conversation which very quickly brings out how you see 
a current situation. Although he never really takes a position, you find yourself questioning 

how you see that situation. As you end your conversation and leave the shopping area, the 
ideas his questions have planted are making your mind buzz with curiosity and intrigue. 

 
This is exactly the impact that the Greek philosopher Socrates had on the crowds that 
listened to him. His philosophies and ideas had people gripped. Yet, his style was effective, 

not just because of his vast knowledge or wisdom, but because of his method of questioning; 
something from which we can learn some very insightful lessons. 

 
Very few salespeople have heard of his form of questioning, so it would be useful to identify 
how some of his thoughts can be brought into the 21st century. 

 
To understand why he is the father of questioning, one needs to understand how he viewed 

the world. Socrates discovered that having a person question a current belief or view would 
cause them to reconsider that viewpoint or current belief system. 
 

So, what exactly did he do that we could learn from today? 
 

Well, he answered most questions that were asked of him with another question. 
Then, he used questions to discover what another person’s values and beliefs were. 
This is the foundation of persuasion. 

 
After that, he would frame questions to direct the thoughts of listeners in the way he 

wanted them to think, while they thought it was their ideas and thoughts. 
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This was followed by questions that were framed to overcome resistance, something 
that we could do if faced with objections. 
 

So, how can you use these ideas with modern-day buyers to help you build better 
relationships and gain more sales? 

 
Well, firstly, answering a question with a question sounds very simple in theory, although 
many can get the wrong idea about this. 

 
It’s not just a case of rebounding the question back. If the prospect asks: “Can you tell me 

more about your after-sales service?”, replying with the question, “Why do you want to know 
more about that?” would probably antagonise and puzzle them and you would lose rapport. 
 

No, the question has to be in congruence with the idea the other person is contemplating. For 
instance, the above question could be reflected back with something like, “Naturally, after-

sales service is a really important area for you. What would you specifically like to know 
about it?” 
 

What this does is help you get a very clear and precise picture of what the prospect wants to 
know, rather than just giving a generic answer about everything your services offer, which 

may not be what the prospect actually wants. 
 
Secondly, Socrates used questions to discover values and beliefs of other people. You 

may find this difficult or strange, but it opens up the conversation in a way that other 
salespeople may not be able to do. 

 
You can ask things like, “What makes you feel that way?”, “How did you get to that 
conclusion?”, “Can you expand a little on that?” 

 
These questions help you did a little deeper and encourage the prospect open up that bit 

more. 
 
Socrates also framed questions so that he could take conversations along a certain 

direction. We can do this if we want to redirect the conversation, or if it’s going a little off 
track. 

 
Questions like, “How do staff costs influence your decisions here? Do the current ways of 

working have to change much to gain the results you’re looking for?” 
 
These framing questions give you control and encourage the prospect to think in the direction 

you want them to go. 
 

Finally, there’s the idea of using questions to overcome resistance. Socrates used these 
types of questions when dealing with situations where information was being held back, or 
delicate issues were being discussed. The idea is that you make statements that you know is 

wrong, so the prospect has to correct you. It makes them highlight the main issues and 
reduces the resistance that may be stopping them from opening up. 

 
Examples could include, “So, you’re using XYZ because of their pricing structures, is that 
correct?” (You know it’s incorrect, but you want to find out the real issues). 
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“I understand your staffing costs have gone up. Is this the biggest concern you have?” (You 
want to uncover the real concerns the prospect has). 
 

“The discounts from your current suppliers…are these the best deals you were able to 
obtain?” (You know they got very little discount, but you want to ensure you find out their 

real buying motives). 
 
This type of question means you have properly built up a great deal of rapport, so they are 

more willing to open up with the real reasons. Probably, if you had asked the question 
directly, you would have got a deflecting answer. 

 
Socrates lived over 2500 years ago. His ideas and philosophies worked in many 
circumstances back then. Used appropriately, they can be used effectively today, and clients 

would not be aware that you are using ancient and highly effective questioning techniques. 
 

Until next time… happy selling! 
 
Sean  

 
Sean McPheat 

Managing Director  
MTD Sales Training 
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About Us 

 
 

MTD, the sales training specialists, has been working with a wide variety of clients (both large and 

small) in the UK and internationally since 2001. 

 

Since that time we have delivered training in over 23 different countries to over 2,500 different 

organisations. 

 

Our head offices are based in the Midlands where we have our very own training centre, including a 

multi-media suite that enables us to provide a full range of blended learning solutions including video, 

podcasts, e-learning and online support solutions.  

 

We specialise in providing:  

 

 In-house, tailor made sales training courses (1-5 days duration)  

 Open courses (Delivered throughout the UK at various locations)  

 Ongoing sales development programmes (From 5 days to 2 years)  

 Blended learning solutions (online and offline) 

 Sales coaching (With Sales Directors or Sales Executives)  

 
Our team of highly skilled and experienced trainers and consultants have all had distinguished careers 

in senior sales roles and bring with them a wealth of practical experience to each course. At MTD 

Training we will design and deliver a solution that suits your specific needs addressing the issues and 

requirements from your training brief that best fits your culture, learning style and ways of working.  

 

Our Key Unique Selling Point 
“Bespoke, practical and quality training delivered by a trainer experienced in your industry  

is a “given”. Where we really make a difference is how we help your sales peoples to embed  
and implement the learning after the course. We offer industry leading post course support  

to make this happen so you get a real, tangible return on your investment” 
 

 
 

Head Office:  

MTD Sales Training, 5 Orchard Court, Binley Business Park, Coventry, Warwickshire, CV3 2TQ 

 

Website: www.mtdsalestraining.com 

Email: enquiries@mtdsalestraining.com 

Telephone: 0800 849 6732                                                                                              
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MTD Have Worked With... 
 
Credibility and trust are two important factors when selecting an external training partner as you will 

want to know that you are in safe hands. From multi-nationals through to the small business, no 

matter what your industry, size or complexity is, we have delivered training to over 2,500 different 

organisations that include: 

 


