Gaining Commitment:
Moving Beyond the First Meeting

Introduction
Closing the Sale
Over the years we have had many requests to “train my people how to close the sale. They’re good with
their clients but they just don’t seem to be able to ask the killing question.” This request invariably comes
from an individual who either does not understand the selling and buying processes or has never taken the
time to observe what really happens when his people are in front of clients and prospective clients - or both!
Most selling is not about slick ‘tricks’ or ‘closing techniques’ that somehow get the client to say “yes” (against
her better judgement.) Selling professional services to prospective clients is particularly unsuited to any
practices that have any taint of trickery about them. In most instances when a client decides to use a
professional for the first time, the client is intensely aware that this is a potential on-going relationship that is
being entered into. The client knows that she will have to work with these people - and perhaps have to
work closely with them.
To compare this to a potential marriage may be overstating the situation to some extent. However the
analogy is not wholly inappropriate. Marriage normally occurs after a period of courtship - a period of ‘getting
to know you’. The prospective client is not being coy with the intent of wanting to appear virtuous or hard
to get. The prospect genuinely needs to make the right choice. The wrong choice has potentially disastrous
implications.
Focusing on the Right Process
Many professionals we work with for the first time want hints and tips that will enable them to win new
clients more quickly. They want to run a more effective selling process. This focus is understandable. It is
also mostly wrong. Such a focus is more likely to turn prospective clients away because the behaviours which
indicate this hurried way of thinking will make themselves manifest to the prospect. To quote David Maister:
“....My impressions and perceptions are created by small actions that are meaningful for their symbolism ....”
Radical as the advice may seem initially, we recommend that professionals should forget about their focus on
their selling process. Instead they should try to ascertain and understand the prospective client’s likely buying
process - and use this as the basic framework for developing the relationship.
If we pause for a minute let us consider a business that typically takes six months to a year to make a
significant commitment to a new supplier. Why should Tricky John who has just been on the latest course on
closing the sale succeed in one meeting? Is there likely to be such a magic formula that has somehow eluded
us for the whole of our professional lives?
The professional needs to understand from an early stage the processes that the prospective client is likely to
go through when appointing a new provider. This is one reason why we need to understand the Decision
Making Process, the Basis of Decision and the Timescales involved in any decision.
Even when our first meeting puts us in front of a decisive individual, this person alone may not make the
decision for the organisation. There will usually be other decision influencers up and down the organisation
who will need to be involved.
It could be argued that if we are dealing with the MAN (the person with the Money, Need and Authority and the will to appoint us) why would we want to get involved with other people who only have influence?
After all some of that influence could be negative to our approach.
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The answer is simple. If there are people who could be negative to our appointment, it is usually better to
meet with them before the appointment is made. If they are presented with a fait accompli and feel they have
not been consulted on a subject on which they have meaningful input, they may become sleeping
insurrectionists - people who stealthily sabotage the work we carry out in the assignment.

The Right Level of Commitment
All of the above does not mean that we should do our best and just wait for the client to decide when the
time is right. We should maintain the initiative and work towards the highest possible level of client
commitment at each stage. As the process progresses we can build that commitment at the right speed for
the client - no faster and no slower.
The conclusion is that we must seek a commitment at the end of our initial meeting that the prospective
client will be comfortable with. From our perspective, we must seek real commitment from the prospect. At
first glance these two objectives may seem to conflict. They don’t.
If, for instance, the professional seeks the following commitment at the end of the meeting there may be a
problem:
Professional

Well, from our discussion you have an on-going need for legal representation on litigation
issues. This product liability suit, whilst obviously a big concern for you, provides us with
an ideal opportunity. I would propose that you appoint us to represent you on this case.
As I have outlined over the last few minutes, we have the experience and expertise to
handle this. This really is our cup of tea. Could we handle this case for you?

On the assumption that the prospective client already has a firm (or a number of firms) in which it has faith
to carry out the discussed case, the new provider is asking for too much. An hour after walking in off the
street the eager professional is certainly asking for a commitment - but the feeling of the prospective client
will be one of uncertainty and probably discomfort.
A very typical client response to such a ‘close’, could be:
Client

Well we intend to talk to a couple of people whom we have worked with in the past on
cases like this. I tell you what, why don’t you send me a proposal?

This response may sound like progress but is just as (more?) likely to be a polite brush off. The professional
who responds in the affirmative to this request is in the situation of carrying through a next stage with which
the prospective client is comfortable - but which demonstrates no commitment from the client.
So what is commitment? The ‘golden rule’ on commitment is that:
Commitment involves the prospective client in action
In other words commitment is about getting the prospect to become involved in a buying process - but
involved at a level and a pace with which they are comfortable.
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Explain or Explore a Way Forward
Toward the end of the questioning phase and at the point where the professional is summarising the whole
picture, the brain really has to go into overdrive. At this stage the professional also needs to be concluding
what commitment he will try to seek from the prospect and what he will need to say to convince the
prospect to give this commitment. Not surprisingly, we have observed that listening skill is usually at its nadir
at this point in the meeting. The brain cannot cope very well with the conflicting demands being made upon it.
One question which needs to be answered concerns how we position the way forward. Do we follow the
advice of some and offer the prospective client a choice of ways forward (the exploration method) or do we
simply give what we believe is the best way ahead (the explain approach). There are advocates for both
approaches. The supporters of the first approach are firmly convinced that most people prefer to have
considered a number of options before they make up their minds with regard to any significant decision. The
proponents of the second approach argue that if the professional is the expert on the subject and has
previous experience, then he as the specialist should advise the client as to the best next step. Choices would
only serve to offer second best alternatives.
The correct answer to the question is that both camps are right - depending on the circumstances. The only
wrong answer comes from the person who takes a dogmatic view and insists that he follows the one route
every time.
This is where the professional has to demonstrate flexibility. The best road forward will be determined by
two main factors:
1
The professional’s previous track record of the problem, opportunity or issue faced by the prospect.
The more experience the professional has, the more likely he will be able to give advice as to the best
next step. If a professional has extensive experience he is also more likely to sound convincing as he
outlines the best way forward.
2

The likely response of the client to being offered alternatives or just ‘one best way’ forward.
If during the meeting the prospective client utters words like, “We’re looking for someone to tell us
what to do,” this is a different message to, “I’m looking at this problem and trying to find alternative
ways we can deal with it.”

In the first example the prospect is unlikely to warm to the professional who gives four choices. She wants to
know the best suggestion from the expert. Equally, an approach aimed at convincing the client there is only
one suitable way ahead will not be well received in the second example.
So, having summarised the prospect’s overall position, how could the meeting go from there?
Example
Professional

Does that about encapsulate the issue you face and position it correctly?

Client

Yes, I think you have a good understanding.

Professional

OK, Jill, I know we can help you here and we would be very interested to do so. What I
would like to do for a few minutes is to tell you about how we have helped other clients in
a similar position and the benefits we have brought to them. Then I’d like to explore a
couple of different ways that we can take this forward and agree with you the next step
you’d like us to take. Is that OK?

Client

Sure. I’m waiting to hear what you think.
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The professional is positive and assertive. “.... I know we can help you here. ....”
He tells the prospective client he wants their business. “.... We would be very interested ....”
This is not the time to be hesitant and uncertain. People are not likely to take advice from those who are
unsure. However, he has picked up the signs that this client does not want to be presented with one
alternative. He knows that offering alternatives does not have to be a sign of uncertainty. This is conveyed in
the manner of the delivery of the message.
He is also sensitive to the fact that any next step has to be a joint agreement. A successful conclusion to the
meeting cannot be the imposition of one party’s preferred way forward.
Professional

As I said, the situation you have described has a number of elements which are common to
other successful projects we’ve been involved in. How we’ve been able to help clients in
the past is by ...

At this point the professional has to give enough information to establish that he and his organisation have the
expertise and track record to be considered potential candidates for the work which needs to be done.
Expertise and track record are two elements of demonstrating competence - one of the essentials for
beginning to build trust.
After a few minutes of demonstrating competence in this way, we pick up the meeting again.
Professional

... In summary I am certain we could do this work for you. Let me give you a couple of
ways in which we could take this forward.
One alternative we could follow would be for me to meet with all of the people who have
a major input into this issue. The purpose of these meetings would be twofold. Firstly I
would seek their views and their concerns and secondly, on the basis of their inputs I
would put together a short presentation. I would then deliver this to all concerned probably within a week of my final meeting. This presentation would be aimed at
presenting you with a short list of the potential methods the business could adopt in
dealing with the problem - and giving their likely impact in respect of your particular
organisation.
The benefit of this approach is that it will get you to the point of having all of your people
involved and consulted and all knowing the possible avenues which exist in order to
resolve the issue.
To do this I will need you to set up meetings with a number of the people you have
mentioned during the meeting. I will need to spend time with the financial director and
the financial controller. In addition your head of purchasing and your marketing director
should also be included as they have an interest at either end of the chain. You may
suggest one or two others but I believe these four are essential. In order that the
presentation fits with all concerned, we will also need to agree a date for this.
If you’re able to put these meetings in place then I am very happy to make the necessary
investment of my time.
Alternatively, we are running a half-day workshop on this very subject in a month’s time.
At this seminar we introduce specific case studies of clients for whom we have worked helping them to resolve the kind of problems you’re facing.
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It’s rather easy for me to tell you in a space of five minutes that we are well equipped to
handle this sort of thing but perhaps you would like to hear more of how we go about it
and have the opportunity of speaking with some of our existing clients. I would be very
happy for you to attend as my guest on the day and to meet with you shortly after the
workshop to discuss your situation again - once you have a closer feel of how we tackle
this type of assignment.
Some people we have worked with would take issue with the two alternatives suggested above. Their bone
of contention goes something like this:
Well all this person is doing is giving things away. In one instance he’s giving away his professional time and in the
second he is giving away a free place on a seminar. Anyone can give stuff away. We’ve got to be able to sell these
things. They have value and the client should pay.
A very macho approach … and also a very unsuccessful one.
David Maister, in his article, How Clients Choose has some words on this topic:
“Maybe I’ll agree to meet one of your specialist partners, or consent to provide additional information to you,
or provide access to one of my other executives. Perhaps I’ll participate in one of your seminars or agree an
additional, more focused meeting. Any one of these things should be taken as a success. If you try to rush me,
I’ll take it as a sign that you’re more interested in making a sale than helping me.”
In the example we have used, the professional has asked for specific commitments in both alternatives.
In the first case he has asked for the time of a number of senior executives - firstly in a one-on-one situation
and then all together. Perhaps more significantly he has asked his client contact to ‘risk’ her credibility by
putting him in front of some significant players from within the business. He has asked for a lot.
In the second case he has asked a senior person within the business to give up a half a day of her time to learn
more about his firm. Yes, she should benefit from the experience - but she will have to give up the time. The
professional has already stated that a follow up meeting is a further commitment he will also be seeking.
Potential Ways Forward
There are many ways in which the professional could seek to take the dialogue further forward. Some of
these options include:
!
Agreement to a meeting or presentation at your offices.
!
Agreement that the prospective client will prepare and send a specification for the task/project discussed.
!
Agreement to a further meeting - with the prospective client responsible for inviting other interested
parties.
!
Agreement that the person we have met will effect an introduction to a more relevant contact within the
organisation.
!
Agreement that the prospect will arrange a series of one-to-one meetings in order that the project can
be better understood and scoped.
!
Agreement to your returning to present a discussion document to all concerned.
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Seek Commitment to the Suggested Way Forward
This must be the most over-hyped subject in selling. In the Tricky John sales training course one learns
twenty-five (or some equally ridiculous number of) ways to close the sale and get the unwilling client to say,
“Yes”. This is bunkum.
In our scenario the prospective client has now spent 55 minutes of a one-hour meeting weighing up this
professional seated across from her. Take it as read - she will already have decided if she wants the dialogue
to go further. She will already have come to her conclusions in respect of credibility, competence and
compatibility. No trick in the last five minutes is going to change anything at all. In fact any attempt will
simply backfire and damage the professional’s credibility.
Avoid the temptations to try the seemingly plausible techniques such as the ‘Half Nelson’ which goes
something like this:
Client

What you’ve told me is interesting and something we may have to examine further. Do
you ever carry out this work in out-of-hours situations - say after 5.00 p.m. or at
weekends?

Professional

If we could do that would you agree to go ahead and give us the contract?

Yuk!!
If the professional has followed the PACES approach then he will not have to be concerned with ‘closing’. In
this case
!
He will have prepared carefully and in detail
!
He will have made a positive first impression
!
He will have positioned himself and his organisation clearly and coherently
!
He will have made it clear that he wants to understand the client’s position
!
He will have explored the client’s situation and requirements in detail using thought-through questions
!
He will have demonstrated real understanding through active listening
!
He will have encapsulated the whole picture in one final summary
!
He will have succinctly presented why his firm is capable of working with the prospective client
!
He will have put forward one or two logical and convincing alternatives for the way ahead.
The way ahead will be obvious to both parties. The client will usually volunteer the commitment.
If on the other hand, the PACES process has largely been ignored for a more ‘free-flowing and adaptable’
(read unplanned, unprepared, unstructured and unprofessional) approach then no super close is going to
make the slightest difference.
What about the meetings which fall somewhere in between. There may be times when it is not clear if we
have the prospective client’s commitment. Then we have to ask.
Forget the other twenty-three methods. There are two that are common sense, acceptable and professional.
One is called the basic close. With the basic close the professional is simply asking the prospective client a
straight question.
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It may go something as follows:
Professional

... So, based on our experience that would be the best way to deal with this and the round
table discussion with your technical people should be the next step.
Can we organise this for some time in the next two weeks?

The question requires a simple answer. If it gets a “Yes” then all is fine; if it gets a less than total acceptance
then there is some resistance which needs to be understood and dealt with.
The other acceptable way of asking for commitment is the alternative close. This is suited to the situations
where we may have put a couple of suggested ways forward to the prospective client.
For example
Professional

... So we could move forward either way. We can go down the route of meeting with
your people and then putting together a presentation or you can come along to our
seminar and we can meet again after that.
Which would you prefer?

Again the client is asked a simple question. This time she has two alternatives to choose from. Again, there
could potentially be hesitation with both of these. The likelihood of this is in indirect proportion to the
quality of the rest of the meeting that has preceded this point.
We have yet to meet the person who is genuinely competent in carrying through selling meetings with clients
and prospective clients but whose sole shortcoming is that he can’t close and ask for commitment. Our bet is
that we will never meet that person.

