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Needs Based Selling 
 
“This e-book has been compiled as an introduction to “needs based selling”. It was 
written by Mark De Cosemo., and is based on my learning over 20 years as a sales 
representative, trainer and manager. I hope you find it helpful.”  
 

 
 
Mark De Cosemo, Influential Communicator 
www.markdecosemo.co.uk 
info@decosemo.co.uk 
 
To assist your learning, we have included a set of questions at the end 
of this book. Use the information within the document to help you 
understand and answer the questions. This will ensure you understand 
the philosophy of needs-based selling. 
   
Introduction 
 
To understand selling, we must first understand what makes each of us buy.  
 
This is the cornerstone of “Needs-based selling”. 
 
Many of us will be aware of the concept of the “Needs based sell” – identify 
what the customer is looking for, and show how your product matches up to it. 
This is great if we have a clear understanding of what the true need is. 
Unfortunately, often not even the customer is consciously aware of what this 
need is. 
 
This is where the sales person comes in – to help the customer to identify 
what they are looking for. 
 
With Needs-based selling we introduce 2 things; 
 

1. A common language for all sales people to use. 
2. A fresh approach to understanding our customers, and getting the 

most from our interactions with them. 
 
 
What makes people buy? 
 
The aim here is to identify some key principles around the buying process and 
to apply these principles to our everyday situations to maximise the returns for 
ourselves and our products.  
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Fundamentally, people buy because they see a gap between where they want 
to be and where they currently are. (What they would like compared with what 
they have) 
 
People can be consciously aware of this gap, and actively go looking for a 
product to bridge the gap. 
 
Alternately people can be unaware of the gap – a subconscious need – This 
could be the need to be respected by their colleagues and thus they follow 
their colleagues advise or it could be the need to feel innovative and be the 
‘first’ to try things like a new product.  These are the deeper emotional needs. 
 
This gap is referred to as a Need. So, selling is easy – show how our product 
addresses both the conscious need and the subconscious need and the 
customer will buy it! 
 
Subconscious needs touch on the values & beliefs of each of us, and are set 
down in childhood. They are sometimes referred to as Intangible Primary 
Needs.   
 
 
Selling – A Definition 
 
Selling is a process. It has many elements, but what can it be defined as? 
 
Selling is a process whereby we persuade someone to want to buy from us 
both now & in the future. 
 
 
Attitude 
 
The most important aspect of any selling situation is not which approach we 
use, but rather the attitude with which we approach it.  
 
There is an old saying about attitude: “whether you believe you can or believe 
you can’t you are probably right”. 
 
The attitude we have to the customer, the Company we work for and the 
products we sell are actually at least as important as having the skills to sell 
effectively. 
 
If we have the confidence & belief in our products, and treat customers with 
the respect they deserve, we are more likely to be successful in our selling 
environment.  
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The Process 
 
1. Pre Call Planning and Post Call Analysis 
 
The starting point for understanding “needs-based selling” is planning. 
 
“Fail to plan and you plan to fail” 
 
With this in mind, we should always take the time to plan a sales call before 
we make contact with the customer. The primary outcome of the planning 
process is to set a pre call objective for that call. Each call cannot t be taken in 
isolation. We need to understand what happened in the previous call.  
 
We call this the concept of Sequential Selling. This is why we describe the 
“needs-based selling” process as a circular rather than linear. 
 
In most instances we are unlikely to achieve all of our objectives in one 10 
minute call. We need to accept that it may take time to get a customer to our 
desired end point. Imagine that with some customers, we may see or speak to 
them 4 times in one year. Suddenly, our 10 minutes has expanded to 40 
minutes. We need to move the sale in each call and this is sequential selling.   
 
In moving the customer our aim is to persuade them to use more of our 
products. We call this moving them up ‘The Ladder of Adoption ‘. This 
ensures that we build on each call rather than just repeating the same call 4 
times. It also allows us to liase effectively with any colleagues who are selling 
to the same customers, by introducing a common language. 
 
 
Pre Call Objectives – the SMART acronym 
 
Many of us will be familiar with the SMART acronym. For an objective to be 
robust it needs to be S.M.A.R.T. 
 
Specific – what am I trying to achieve? 
Measurable – how will I know when it has been achieved? 
Action – what do the customer and I need to do to make it happen? 
Realistic- can it be achieved? 
Timed- when do I expect it to be achieved by? 
 
Objectives that do not fit the SMART acronym are less likely to succeed. 
Therefore, we must challenge ourselves to set robust objectives before every 
call. 
 
The Ladder of Adoption     
 
Probably the most important part of a SMART objective is Realistic. As was 
stated earlier, we can only expect to achieve so much in one call. Hence, we 
introduce the concept of a Ladder of Adoption. 
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A nice analogy is the building of a home.  
 
A builder does not throw the plans and materials down on the ground and 
expect the place to be built in 10 minutes. 
 
Instead, he lays the foundations, builds the walls, constructs the roof, 
completes the interiors etc. It takes time to achieve the ultimate ambition – to 
build a house. However, each of the above points is significant in its own right. 
We call these milestones. 
 
And that is what a Ladder of Adoption is – a set of milestones that take us to 
our ultimate objective. They also form a common language that can be shared 
by different colleagues selling the same product to the same customer. 
 
The Ladder of Adoption is a key component of the concept of Sequential 
Selling.    
 
At it’s broadest, our aim is to take a customer from never having heard of a 
product to maximum possible usage. If you like, this defines the bottom & top 
rungs of our ladder. Knowing this, we can put a series of milestones in 
between these. 
 
Example. 
 
5.  Using as first choice (ideal used). 
4. Using a small amount regularly 
3. Taken a sample or placed a small order 
2.  Aware but not used 
1.  Never heard of product 
 
Now, as you can see, there are only 5 rungs to our ladder, but can we 
realistically expect to get from 1-5 in one, 10 minute call? Maybe not. 
However, it is realistic to move a customer from say rung 2 to rung 3 between 
2 calls.  
 
This process becomes even more important if more than one person is 
promoting the same product to the same customer.  
 
Post Call Activity 
 
If Selling is a sequential, cyclical process then it does not end, but merely 
returns to the start of the circle, hopefully with the customer having moved 
close to our ultimate goal – an ideal user. With this in mind, the optimal time to 
set the next call objective is straight after the call when the information is fresh 
in our minds.  
 
This information needs to be captured in our record systems at the same time. 
Of course, when our next call comes along we need to re-visit our objective 
and challenge if things are still the same – possibly as a result of information 
from a colleague or the introduction of a new campaign. 
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In order to capture this information accurately, we need to replay the call in 
our mind and look for the signs that a customer is where we believe them to 
be. Revisiting a good SMART pre call objective should facilitate this self 
coaching exercise. 

www.markdecosemo.com   2011  



FREE e-book “Needs Based Selling” 

 
2. Opening the Call 
 
Research shows that we make a judgement on an individual within 30 
seconds of meeting them for the first time! 
 
In a sales situation, getting this wrong can have profound implications for our 
ultimate success with that customer.  
 
In this section, we will explore what we can do to try to ensure we create a 
good impression with the customer right from the start. This is very important 
if we are to differentiate ourselves from the competition. 
 
Key to this process is empathy – the ability to see things through the eyes of 
our customers, and rapport – the process of creating an ongoing connection 
with customer so that a bond of mutual trust and understanding is established. 
 
Empathy & Rapport  
 
To develop empathy & rapport with our customers we need first to understand 
how they may perceive us. 
 
Until we give them evidence to the contrary, customers will judge all sales 
representatives by the same yardstick – namely the average sales 
representative they meet several times a week! 
 
Because of the way many sales representatives have been trained, they 
come across as pushy, demanding and creators of problems. This is based 
upon the perception that they are only there for one purpose – to take! This 
taking can be in the form of orders, money or control. 
 
We need to position ourselves to be problem solvers, not problem creators.  
 
We are there to give solutions, not just sell products. The end result may be 
the same (increased usage of our products) but the mindset behind it is vastly 
different. Continuous, appropriate use of empathy & rapport are the tools that 
help us achieve this. 
 
Empathy is more of an attitude than a skill. Yes, it can be learned, but we 
have to believe it is important or we will come across as insincere. To 
demonstrate empathy we need to be interested in the customer, not just 
pretend to be interested. 
 
It is similar with rapport. This is the process of allowing the customer to dictate 
the pace, and to some extent the direction, that the conversation goes in. It is 
a fine balancing act, but one that can be developed with practice. 
 
We also need to be able to decide when it is appropriate to start getting down 
to business, and when it is right to discuss non-product related matters (also 
called appropriate sociability).  
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3. Conversational Questioning & Uncovering Needs 
 
In this section, we will explore how understanding the difference between 
problems, opportunities & needs allows us to get to the heart of how a 
customer makes a buying decision. 
 
We will also look at the technique of conversational questioning and see how 
it can be used to ascertain the customer’s true need. 
 
Problems, Opportunities & Needs 
 
In order to get to the true conscious need of a customer, we need to be able 
to differentiate between problems, opportunities & needs.  
 

• Problem - a situation the customer is unhappy about. 
 

• Opportunity – a problem that your product can solve. 
 

• Need – a problem your product can solve AND THE CUSTOMER 
WANTS TO SOLVE. 

 
All too often, sales representatives are good at identifying and selling against 
opportunities without confirming that this is something the customer feels 
strongly about. They may be perfectly happy with a current sub-optimal 
product. Until the sales representative confirms that the customer is unhappy 
with this situation, they are unlikely to be motivated to do anything about it. 
 
Therefore, the sales representative must confirm this – by asking! 
 
Conversational Questioning 
 
Conversational questioning is the use of a variety of probing techniques, 
which are used to explore what a customer thinks about a topic relevant to the 
positioning of our products. Coupled with conversational questioning is the art 
of active listening - why ask a question if you do not hear the answer? 
 
Using the art of questioning and listening the sales representative can 
understand the real issues facing the customer (i.e. problems), ascertain any 
areas where our products can help (i.e. opportunities) and uncover the real 
needs of the customer.  
 
These needs may not be directly related to the situation, but rather how the 
customer feels as a result of this situation. This is where understanding needs 
moves from the rational (“head”) level of decision making to the emotional 
(“heart”) level.  
 
It is important to note here that questions are asked throughout the call to 
create a customer/sales representative conversation, rather than an 
interrogation. 
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4. Listening Skills 
 
We have all experienced the frustration of trying to communicate with 
someone who is plainly not listening to us. Imagine how our customers feel if 
we are demonstrating these behaviours in front of them. 
 
Listening plays a crucial role in developing and maintaining rapport, 
uncovering needs and keeping a sales call on track. 
 
Apart from the benefits listed above, good listening can also help us to; 
• Save time – less need for repetition and clarification. 
• Gain vital information. 
• Increase our retention of information. 

 
It is interesting to consider what percentage of our communication time is 
spent on listening. Research has suggested it to be about 45%. This 
compares with 30% on talking, 16% reading & 9% writing. However, it is 
estimated that we only listen at about 25% of our potential. In other words, we 
lose about 75% of what we hear! 
 
Active listening 
 
This is the process of “actively” using our mental & physical processes to not 
only listen, but to demonstrate we are listening. There are 2 components; 
• External – the verbal & non-verbal behaviours that illustrate active 

listening. 
• Internal – the mental component – what goes on inside our heads. 

 
The take home message is that we need to put more effort into listening than 
we do to talking. There is an old adage in communication skills and is very 
appropriate to the selling environment; 
 
“We have 2 ears and one mouth. Communication is most effective when we 
use them in that proportion” 
 
In other words, we should do twice as much listening as we do talking. 
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5. Satisfying Needs 
 
Having identified the customer’s needs, the next stage is to demonstrate how 
our product can address that need (or solve the problem).  
 
To do this we need to understand the difference between a feature and a 
benefit. 
 
Equally important is how we deliver the information. Our passion & belief in 
the product can have a major impact on how likely our claims are to be 
believed. 
 
Lastly, we are provided with a variety of materials to help us in our delivery. 
The thing to remember here is that these are visual aids. They are there to 
assist only as required. 
 
Features & Benefits 
 
A feature is a characteristic of a product.  For instance, the number of sheets 
copied per minute on a photocopier. 
 
A benefit is what that feature can do for the customer. For instance, one 
benefit of is producing more copies per minute is that copying jobs will be 
completed earlier.  
 
Traditional selling stops here – with the benefit of the product. This can be 
very effective, if this benefit addresses the conscious need of the customer. 
Hence presenting features & benefits is only really effective if we have a clear 
understanding of what the customer is looking for. If we take this on one 
further step – how the customer will feel as a result of this benefit, we get an 
emotional benefit as well as a practical one. 
 
Once again, we have addressed both the “head” and “heart” levels of decision 
making. 
 
Delivery 
 
It may come as a surprise, but in effective communication only about 7% of 
the information we convey comes from words. Voice accounts for about 38% 
and non-verbal communication accounts for 55%. 
 
What does this tell us? Well, it is not what you say it’s the way that you say it! 
 
We need to ensure that our delivery (the verbal & non-verbal component of 
communication) are synchronised to the words we are using. This will ensure 
maximum impact of the messages we are conveying. 
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Using sales materials 
 
A quick word about the use of sales aids. The key point here is that these 
materials are visual aids which are there to enhance the message. 
Communication studies also show that visual representation, coupled to the 
right words, delivered in an appropriate way will convey more information. 
 
Using the sales aid as a story book has the exact opposite effect. 
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6. Handling Queries 
 
At some point in every call, the customer is going to ask us a question about 
our product. This may take form of a general query, seeking more information, 
or it may be more challenging, in the form of an objection. 
 
What is the difference between a query & an objection? 
 
Many of us will be familiar with the concept of objections. In “needs-based 
selling” we use the term query to describe any time the customer requests 
more information on our product. Objections are generally more challenging 
than queries, but both should be welcomed. They show interest in the 
product. 
 
Queries as Opportunities 
 
When a customer asks us a product related question, what should we do? 
Perhaps the first thing we should do is smile to ourselves. The customer is 
showing interest in the product. If the question is a challenge to some 
information we have presented, this is good news. It must be something that 
is important to the customer.  
 
Queries are opportunities. To convert them to needs we need only confirm 
that they are important to the customer and meet the need. 
 
What are false objections? 
 
A false objection is where a customer challenges a feature of the product, but 
it is not a real concern to them. 
 
There are many reasons why a customer might do this, several due to how 
comfortable the customer is feeling at this time.  
 
Whether an objection is true or false, it must be treated the same. Remember, 
a false objection may mask a true objection that the customer is less happy to 
share. Tread carefully! 
 
Always acknowledge the objection, as it is clearly that is important to the 
customer. After the acknowledgement, clarify the situation and answer it. 
 
What if the objection cannot be overcome in the call? 
 
Occasionally, customers will set us a huge challenge to overcome before they 
will use our product. This is especially true with new products. 
 
There are a couple of things to remember here; 
 

• It may be a false objection, masking the true concern. 
• It may give pointers to their emotional need. 
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For instance, a customer says they will not use a new product until it is more 
widely used. To handle this we must first understand why this is so important 
to the customer. We cannot change the wider uptake of the product in that 
call, but we may be able to understand why this is so important to the 
customer. Once we understand this, we may be able to address the true 
concern in a different way. 
 
In our example, wider uptake will probably not change the characteristics of 
the product. However, it certainly does change the perception that this 
customer has of the product. This needs to be explored. 
 

www.markdecosemo.com   2011  



FREE e-book “Needs Based Selling” 

7. Comfortable Closing 
 
Traditional selling would have us believe that closing is the most difficult part 
of the call. This is not the case. We use the term “comfortable closing” to 
reflect that closing is the easiest part of the call – providing we have done all 
of the previous steps appropriately. 
 
When do we close? 
 
The answer to this is at the most appropriate time. This is a judgement based 
on the customer eliciting so-called “buying signals”, such as “sounds 
interesting”. 
 
Once we detect buying signals, it’s time to close.  
 
Without buying signals, we have not completed the needs/features/benefits 
part of the call. 
 
How do we follow up? 
 
Once the customer has agreed there is a place for our product, we need to 
get them to identify where this is. We should have some ideas from our 
Ladders of Adoption. Remember, our aim is to (gradually) move them up the 
ladder. 
 
Once we have clarified this, we need to get to the commitment part of the 
close, with orders taken and paper work completed. 
 
It is important to realise that there is always a part for us to play in ensuring 
that a customer delivers on what they intend to do. If we rely on the customer 
to do what they say, we shouldn’t be too surprised if they don’t do it! This is 
not necessarily due to any change of heart on their part, but more likely 
reflects the pressures & demands on their time. Ask yourself “What can I do to 
ensure the customer does what they commit to doing?” 
 
Then make sure you follow up any actions you agree. 
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Self Assessment Questions 
 
1. What is selling? 

 
2. What are SMART Objectives? 

 
3. What is a Ladder of Adoption? 

 
4. What is Rapport? 

 
5. What is Empathy? 

 
6. What is a Need? 
 
7. What is Active listening? 

 
8. What is the difference between a feature & a benefit? 
 
9. Why should we welcome objections? 
 
10. How do we know when it is the right time to close? 
 
11. Why should we follow up a call? 
 
 
 
For more information on selling or any aspect of influential communication 
please contact me  
 
Twitter:@markdecosemo 
 
www.markdecosemo.com 
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