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ASKING C U ST O M E RS Q U E ST IO NS —  AND  PAY ING AT T E NT IO N T O  T H E IR 

ANSW E RS —  C AN H E L P IM PRO V E  Y O U R B O T T O M  L INE

B Y  SAND RA B E C KW IT H
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I
t ’s important for Independent Serv ice Center employ ees 

to h av e g ood listening  sk ills, especially  since many  v eh icle 

ow ners can’t  alw ay s descr ib e t h eir  v eh icle t rou b les in 

common au tomotiv e aftermark et ling o.

“ It ’s easy  for  cu stomers to g et  fr u st rated w h en t r y ing  to 

properly  ex plain w h at’s g oing  on w ith  t h eir v eh icles b ecau se 

many  t imes t h ey ’re not entirely  su re w h at ’s g oing  on,”  say s 

B ill Stinnett, a sales consu ltant and fou nder/president of Sales 

E x cellence Inc., an E v er g reen, Colo.- b ased company  t h at 

prov ides sales training  and consu lting  serv ices.

St innet t  compares t h e cou nterperson/cu stomer relat ion-

sh ip to t h at  of a doctor and a patient. “ D iag nose b efore y ou  

prescrib e,”  h e say s. “ If a doctor prescrib ed medication b efore 

h e k new  w h at  w as ailing  y ou , y ou  prob ab ly  w ou ldn’t  h av e 

confi dence th at it w ou ld solv e y ou r h ealth  prob lem. T h e same 

th ink ing  applies to v eh icle repair.”

Stinnett recommends starting  w ith  ask ing  ab ou t th e prob lem 

—  ju st as a doctor w ou ld. It can b e as simple as ask ing  q u estions 

lik e “ H ow  can I h elp y ou ? ”  or “ M y  calendar sh ow s y ou ’re h ere for 

rou tine maintenance. A re y ou  h av ing  any  prob lems? ”  

L isten carefu lly  to t h e answ ers and ask  more q u estions if 

necessary . F or ex ample, if a cu stomer say s h e or sh e w ou ld lik e 

new  w iper b lades installed, ask  if th ey  are h av ing  prob lems w ith  

th e cu rrent b lades. T h e ex planation can h elp y ou  determine if 

new  w ipers w ill really  solv e th e prob lem or if th e ex isting  ones 

ju st need an adju stment. 

N ex t, ask  h ow  th ey  w ou ld lik e th e prob lem resolv ed. D oes 

y ou r  cu stomer w ant  t h e least  ex pensiv e opt ion or  does h e 

or  sh e h av e anoth er  g oal in mind?  U nderstanding  w h at  t h e 

cu stomer w ants w ill h elp y ou  select th e rig h t produ ct or serv ice 

for th e job .

W h ile ask ing  q u est ions may  seem u nnecessary  for  t h ose 

w h o u su ally  can diag nose a v eh icle prob lem as soon as th ey  

h ear a description of th e sy mptoms, it is important to stay  q u iet 

and remain focu sed on w h at th e cu stomer is say ing  u ntil h e or 

sh e is done speak ing . 



6 wa y s t o  sh o w c u sto m e rs 
you’re lis t en in g

Meeting sales objectives starts with being 

a good listener. B elow are a few easy  and 

natural way s to reassure custom ers y ou are 

p ay ing attention to what they  are telling y ou.

1.
Maintain ey e contact. E ven if y ou have 

to look  away  to ty p e the custom er’s 

com m ents into the com p uter, look  up  

to show y ou are p ay ing attention.

2.
L et the custom er fi nish talk ing before 

y ou sp eak . 

3.
U se sounds and words to show y ou’re 

p ay ing attention and understand the 

situation as p resented by  the cus-

tom er.

4.
A sk  q uestions to clarify  what the 

p roblem  is. F or ex am p le, q uestions 

lik e “ W hen did this start hap p ening? ” 

and “H ave y ou tried to fi x  the p roblem ? ” 

help  engage the custom er to give y ou 

further inform ation.

5.
R ep eat back  what the custom er has 

told y ou.

6.
F inally , ask  if there’s any thing else y ou 

should k now. S om etim es, this q uestion 

reveals the m ost im p ortant inform ation.

1-800-ACDelco intune 33

Don’t only use the customer’s responses to diagnose 

the problem. Use them to cross sell and upsell, too. “Cross 

selling involves adding to the order, like suggesting the 

customer who is getting new wiper blades consider using 

a product that helps eliminate precipitation from your 

windshield,” Stinnett explains. “Upselling is about selling 

a more expensive product that has more features or does 

a better job.”

Training can help employees become better listeners. 

Stinnett suggests using role-playing scenarios with three-

person teams — a customer, a technician and an observer. 

R otate so everyone experiences the customer perspective. 

He adds that leading by example is just as important as 

training. “Whenever a manager is at the counter, he or she 

should be modeling the proper listening behavior by show-

ing how to do it,” Stinnett says. “The payoff in improved 

listening skills is increasing your chances for more repeat 

customers and referrals — and a stronger business.” •


