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Why it is important to understand your prospects motivations, 
and some questions to help you

In sales, the best understand the logic behind a deal, in order to offer a value proposition. They 
also harness the prospect’s motivations to make the proposition compelling and engage the 
prospect in the process.

HERE ARE A FEW THOUGHTS ON HARNESSING A PROSPECT’S 
MOTIVATION

MOTIVES SEIZE OUR INTEREST AND IMPOSE A SENSE OF PRIORITY
Motivation distracts people; captures their imagination; puts them on a different path; helps 
them focus. To move a prospect from the status quo to follow you in a new direction you must 
understand what it is that motivates them.
Figure 1 lists common buyer motives. Our role is to understand which motives will drive each 
individual prospect.

TELL PROSPECTS WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT THEM
Do you ever think of yourself as a benevolent friend and guide to your prospects? Nice thought 
isn’t it; to get that emotional connection. 
If prospects tell you what they want, how they feel, the difficulties they are going to encounter 
etc, you start to get to know them. If you can repeat back to them in a familiar fashion, what 
they want, how they feel and the difficulties they’ll encounter, you move up an emotional level.  
Empathy isn’t just being able to put yourself in the shoes of your prospect, it’s standing with 
them in those shoes.  Don’t just listen to what people tell you, repeat it back to them. “Tell me 
if I understand you correctly this improvement will ………..”

EXAMPLE
Imagine that your service creates a more efficient process; it will cost £2 and make £4. The value 
proposition is clear and logically it is a ‘no brainer’. We’ve all been in this position before, only to 
be faced with procrastination, or even indifference. To get the deal done the prospect has to be 
motivated by the outcomes that the improved process or £4 will bring. Because every prospect 
is different and can be motived, as we see in Fig 1, by a whole range of outcomes, unearthing 
these motivations is a true sales skill. The simple logic, that reduced costs, get it done faster 
and make more than others / £ spent, will not do.  We have to understand what it means to our 
specific prospect.

Reduce costs - can be valued to beat a competitor, save your job, put money in the bank or some 
other security, to grow the business, employ more people?
Get it done faster - can be valued to hit the numbers and impress the boss? Or simply because 
faster is better and better is a personal journey? Or to show off to others? Or because without 
faster we don’t hit what we set out to do? 
Make more than others per £ spent -  can be valued because it leads to the award for doing so? 
Or to prove your way is better? Or improve the environmental footprint?

To understand each prospect’s motivations we have to ask questions around their role, life at 
work, feelings, interactions, previous experiences and more. Exactly what you ask is situational 
and you need to build an intuition. The list in Fig 1. will take you in the right direction.

Fig 1.

COMMON MOTIVES:
The scale of love to hate
Promotion
Completing a task
Meeting deadlines
Reaching a goal 
Recognition
Security
An opponent
Competition
Control
Power 
Fame
Proving others wrong
Being the best 
A higher purpose 
Helping others
Change for the sake of it
Creating impact
Enlightenment

What is it that will get your 
prospects moving?



QUESTIONS / QUESTIONING LINES TO UNCOVER MOTIVATION
Single questions rarely get there, you must follow the line inquisitively. Why, what would that lead to; who else would 
be influenced; that’s interesting tell me more; how would your boss feel; how would that make you feel etc.

EXAMPLES.
• Ask about the hierarchy, their place in it, their ambition etc. “Do you mind telling me about your role and what’s 

next for you?” If you detect ambition, a need to impress, beat the internal competition etc. ask “So what would 
it mean to you personally to create these efficiencies”.  Then feed it back to them “Tell me, if I understand you 
correctly this improvement will help you meet your target and if you do, ……………………………….. will happen?” 

• Ask about the external competition. “Tell me about your competitors”  Ask how they feel about 
them, who they are, which ones are particularly irksome? “What would it mean to you to beat 
………………?” Then feed it back to them. “Do I understand you correctly? This improvement will mean 
you can ………………………………. over your competitors, which is something you’d dearly love to do?” 

• Many organisations have an internal recognition. An employee on a productivity or output bonus, such as an 
investment manager, may crave the recognition more than the bonus. “Apart from the financial benefits, does the 
company have any process for recognising performance improvements?”  Follow this through with what, how, what 
does it mean to you etc.  Then feed it back to them. “So achieving Capri is the most important thing for you this year?” 

• I know of at least two firms where top performers and their partners are awarded a place at a conference at one of the 
world’s most prestigious hotels for a long weekend. The drive to be in this elite far outweighs the drive to earn more. 

• Ask about internal colleagues or other departments. “I see (named colleague) has come out against this, how do 
you feel about that?” Once you’ve followed this through you will know what your final questions will be “What 
would it mean to you to prove him wrong?” Or “So how do we get him onside?”

HERE ARE A FEW OTHER EXAMPLES

• “Apart  from the obvious financial gain what would it mean to you to make this happen?” 

• “Tell me your personal plan for your career?” 

• “Remember what it was like when you started the business, how have your ambitions changed?” 

• “I see you don’t crave the limelight, what would it mean to you to make this a success?”

To conclude, use your prospects personal motivations to help them engage with you on the deal. This will bring you 
personally closer together and shift their focus to prioritise the deal. The exciting thing about most deals is that there 
are multiple stakeholders; our challenge is to find and manage multiple drivers to get a deal across the line. 

WHAT COULD YOU ACHIEVE WITH US ON YOUR TEAM?
Call us now on 01392 247200 or email peter@chartdev.co.uk to learn more.

Registered with the ico.


