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Transaction Finalization Strategies: A Reclassification Raymond C. Rody, Loyola Marymount University Robert Winsor, Loyola Marymount University Gladis Kaufman, University of Wisconsin - Waukesha Center A theoretical framework and reclassification of the transaction finalization process is presented. The classification proposes that there are two distinct stages during a typical closing scenario: the pre-close and the close, each having its own function and purpose. The pre-close is the attempt to frame tile prospect's decision process just before the order is requested, while the close is the actual request for purchase. The authors present an in-depth analysis and psychological rationale for five types of pre-closes: informational associational, positive emotional, negative emotional and conditioned. This framework is developed to facilitate a clearer conceptualization of closing processes and thus influence the judicious selection of pre-closing and closing strategies by salespeople. Introduction The transaction finalization process, the act of "closing," is an accepted concept in both industry and academe. Closing has received enormous attention from sales practitioners for the past fifty years (Hopkins, 1982; Roth and Roy, 1983). Most of the contemporary literature on the selling process, however, tends to de- emphasize closing. Most recently, the selling field has enthusiastically adopted the partnering perspective of selling (Weitz, Castelberry, and Tanner, 1995), which emphasizes long-term relationships as the key to successful sales strategies (Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh, 1987). Closing is still considered an essential part of the selling process, however, as demonstrated by this topic's inclusion in every major sales textbook (e.g.: Buskirk and Buskirk, 1992; Futrell, 1994; Johnson, Kurtz, and Scheuing, 1994; Weitz, Castelberry, and Tanner, 1995) and in virtually all sales training programs. In many of these discussions, closing is depicted as the most critical element of the selling process, as a sale cannot be transacted without the final agreement. Unfortunately, closing has yet to be examined in a theoretical manner as have other elements of the selling process such as objection handling, prospecting, and questioning. Objection handling, for example, is usually presented in terms of a system to handle objections (Learning International, 1980), and objections are typically categorized into four groups (i.e., misunderstanding, drawbacks, skepticism, and indifference). Similarly, prospecting is often categorized into referral and non-referral forms. Questioning is typically categorized into either open and closed questions or situational, problem, implication, and need-solving
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questions (Rackham, 1988). Yet the literature on closing appears as merely a collection of "war-stories" which have been handed down over successive generations of salespersons (e.g., a salesperson passes oil a particularly effective close to his or her protege) (Dane, 1971). As with other persuasion strategies, it would seem desirable to categorize closing strategies based upon their characteristics or situational appropriateness. This would follow from the observation that the effectiveness of a particular closing strategy is typically contingent upon the nature of the customer or the attributes of the product being sold. Currently, however, the literature on closing is presented as a hodgepodge of persuasion strategies. Furthermore, society generally views "closing" as objectionable. Consequently, closing methods appear as a collection of manipulation tactics with little unifying logic or rationale in terms of their relation to the prospects' decision processes. Typically, basic selling texts tend to list the authors' "ten favorite" closes (e.g.: Futrell, 1994). Examination of many of these "closes" in selling texts reveals that most of these are not purely closing behaviors. For example, the most commonly listed close-- "the summary close"--contains two distinct components: a review of the major product benefits, and a request for purchase. While the request for purchase is indeed a close (commonly referred to as a "direct close"), the recitation of benefits cannot be considered as such. Thus, the summary close actually entails more than simply closing behaviors. Moreover, a variety of methods for requesting purchase ran follow the recitation of benefits. As a result, this additional review of benefits is the only feature which differentiates the summary close from other forms of closes. In this paper, the authors propose a theoretical framework which can be used to critically analyze the closing process. This framework describes two distinct stages in the closing process, each having its own function. As this framework makes evident the absence of conceptual development in the first of these stages, an elaboration of this stage will be presented. Further development of the framework is provided in the hope of facilitating a clearer conceptual izati on of closing processes and a more effective implementation of these strategies. A Theoretical Rationale for Pre-Closing Strategies The majority of sales closes can be conceptually disassembled into two components. The first of these components represents an attempt to "frame" or provide a contextual foundation for the prospect's decision process (e.g., a summary of the benefits, or an attempt to elicit a sense of fear or urgency). This preliminary component will thus be termed tile "pre-close." The second
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component, or the actual "close" in the most legitimate sense, represents the actual request for purchase The pre-close thus raises one or more salient issues immediately prior to the request for the purchase, in an effort to color the customer's decision process or incline his or her reasoning toward a specific direction. For example, a salesperson might state that "This is the last pair of these jeans in your size." This pre-close would then be directly followed by a statement such as "You'd better buy them now-they might not be here tomorrow," which is the actual close. The salient issue in this particular pairing of pre- close and close is thus the scarcity of the product. "Scarcity of product" is a common and widely known influence tactic used to elicit fear in the prospect, and implies a possible inability to procure the product at a later date. Currently, however, no method exists for matching closing or pre-closing strategies to the situational or psychological state of sales prospects. Current sales literature suggests that the purchase request should be attempted at least three times. This simple strategy may be augmented by pointers on the appropriate phrasing for the sales request or effective responses to objections that may be raised (Futrell, 1994). Yet, despite the crucial importance of this phase of the sales cycle, normative treatments of the selling process generally suggest or imply a random or seat-of-the-pants approach to concluding the sales call. Categorization of pre-closes can prove useful for the adaptation of persuasion strategies to prospects' states of mind and decision patterns. Typically, a critical phase of the sales interaction is reached immediately before the order is requested. As a result, use of the appropriate framing device or contextual cue can prove extremely advantageous in steering the prospect toward the desired outcome. An appropriate choice of pre-closes can thus result in a sale, while a poorer choice can mean failure. Moreover, it is likely that these various framing cues (pre-closes) correspond more distinctly to prospects' unique needs or situational factors than do typical closes. In other words, precloses can be tailored to the individual needs or circumstances of potential customers more easily than closes, which tend to be more generic in form. Thus, while the coordination between closing and preclosing tactics may be perceived as relevant, the congruence between the pre-close and the prospect's situational and psychological state is more consequential. A Framework for Close and Pre-Close Classification In the past, various methods have been used to classify influence strategies. Socrates, for example, categorized persuasive arguments into dogma, logic, and emotion. The appropriate choice of persuasion strategies, it is commonly argued,
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greatly increases the probability of successfully inducing the desired behavior. This argument follows from the logic that persuasion and motivation are contingent upon situational and personal determinants (Maslow, 1943; Petty and Cacioppo, 1983). Thus, we propose that sales endeavors can be made significantly more effective when pre-closes and closes are carefully coordinated with these situational and personal factors for individual prospects. Based upon an extensive literature review and numerous interviews and surveys of salespeople, the following classification schema for closes and pre-closes was developed. Pre-closes are classified into five categories, consisting of informational, associational, positive emotional, negative emotional, and conditioned. Similarly, closes were classified into the categories of direct, indirect, and silence. While this classification schema represents an attempt to define collectively exhaustive and mutually exclusive groupings for pre-closes, it should be noted that this goal was not completely achieved. This is due to the multiplicity of psychological effects elicited by some pre-closing strategies. As a result, some common selling methods may correlate to two or more of the categories described above. In the "puppy-dog" pre-close, for example, the potential customer is allowed to use or try the product for a short period of time. This trial-period allows the prospect to become familiar with the product and, hopefully, experience some form of attachment. Obviously, this strategy utilizes an affective component to persuasion, and thus qualifies as an emotional preclose. In addition to this affective component, however, information is also conveyed to the prospect during the trial period. The individual who spends time with a product learns how to use or relate to its attributes or features. Learning information about a product in this manner can be very useful for making an informed decision. Thus, but to a lesser extent, this "puppy-dog" pre-close could also be considered informational in nature. A Description of Alternative Pre-Closes As noted above, the selling process can be greatly enhanced through the careful matching of pre-closing strategies to customer needs and situations. From this perspective, we will introduce an examination of some of those factors which should influence the judicious evaluation and selection of closing and pre-closing strategies. Because we perceive the unique contribution of this paper to be an analysis of alternative pre-closing strategies, we will limit our discussion to this particular phase of the selling process. Informational Pre-close An informational pre-close presents facts, benefits, features, uses or items of information about the product immediately before the close. These pre-closes are
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generally directed toward logical reasons for purchasing the product. The informational pre-close can be defined as the statements the salesperson makes in order to reemphasize the features and benefhits of their product or service. Informational pre-closes present straight facts in a non- argumentative form. Useful information appeals to a prospect's sense of intelligence, logic and taste. Another psychological rationale for the effectiveness of informational pre-closes is based upon consistency theory and repetition (cf. Hovland, Janis, Kelly, 1953; McGuire, 1960). The strategy behind the informational pre-close is partially based upon consistency theory (cf McGuire, 1960) as is the " foot- in-the-door." Informational pre-closes remind prospects of the benefits that they have previously agreed to before asking for the order. Thus, in order to remain consistent with previous statements the transaction must be completed. The "foot-in-the-door" uses the impact of agreeing to a small request to influence acquiescence to a larger request (i.e., a "commitment" process - see Cialdini; 1984 or consistency theory see McGuire, 1960). Reinforcement theory proposed by Hovland and others suggests that repetition reinforces desired outcomes (Hovland, Janis and Kelly, 1953). It has been shown that agreement increases for repeated messages, provided the repetition is not excessive (Cacioppo and Petty, 1979). Informational pre-closes are designed to repeat positive attributes of the product or service under consideration. A common example of a pre-close using an informational appeal is the summary pre-close. In a summary pre-close the salesperson summarizes the benefits agreed upon (Learning International, 1980). By summarizing all of the agreed upon benefits the prospect is put in a positive frame of mind, thereby increasing the likelihood of a positive response to a closing question. It has been demonstrated that even the mere number of items presented regarding a product can influence a prospect's decision (Alba and Marmorstein, 1987). Another example of an informational pre-close is the balance sheet pre-close which lists all of the product's positive and negative attributes from the viewpoint of both the consumer and the salesperson. The point is, of course, that the salesperson should have a longer positive list. Hopefully, the prospect will choose the side with the longer list. McGuire (1964) has shown in his work on inoculation theory, that providing a two-sided argument makes individuals less like to support opposing arguments. Furthermore Kamins and Assael (1987) found that a two-sided appeal positively affected negative product trial outcomes. Individuals seem to discount negative product attributes more if they are informed of them up front, versus discovering
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them on their own. Associational Pre-close Associational pre-closes attempt to relate the product or service being sold to certain people or situations that have a positive impact on the prospect (Engel, 1979, Ch.14). The associational pre- close can be defined as the statements the salesperson makes which name other people or organizations who are satisfied customers. Typically the associational preclose uses some type of customer referral to influence the prospect. Associational strategies are often used throughout a salesperson's interaction with a customer, but are not considered to be a pre-close strategy unless used immediately before a close. The psychological rationale for the effectiveness of associational pre-closes is based upon social proof and balance theory (Cialdini, 1984; Heider, 1946). The associational preclose uses social proof as its motivating factor. We are socialized from an early age to believe that when we conform to group standards, the group will accept us; and when we don't conform, the group will ostracize us. This establishes a reward/punishment mechanism for agreeing with others. Thus, if a large association or cohesive group of buyers exists, referrals between members of the group should enhance product acceptance. The power of social proof is amplified by situations in which the publicity of one act can generate numerous others (Cialdini, 1984). Balance theory also provides support for this close (Heider, 1946). Balance theory is based on people wanting to maintain consistency in their attitudes and beliefs. Balance theory proposes that if 'A' likes 'B' and 'B' likes 'C' then 'A' will like 'C'. Therefore, if someone views another person positively they will attempt to maintain attitudes similar to that person's attitudes. An example of an associational pre-close is the higher authority pre-close, in which the salesperson picks out a current customer whom the prospect is likely to respect. Then the salesperson states how the current customer is very happy with the product and produces proof of this satisfaction by means of a customer referral letter, a phone call, or a personal visit to the customer. This is a proof source often used to alleviate skepticism and set up the close. Another area of research that forms the underlying basis for the effectiveness of the higher authority pre-close and also for many other sales techniques is impression management (cf., Spiro and Perreault, 1979 and Jones and Pittman, 1982). For example, one of the major categories of impression management is the ability to develop moral worthiness. The principles of moral worthiness, such as respect due to trustworthiness, holiness, honesty, etc. (Arkin and Shepard, 1989), are akin to the concepts of respect and reverence in the higher authority preclose.
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Another type of associational pre-close is the similar situation pre-close. In the similar situation pre-close, the salesperson describes how a different customer also had doubts about the product, but once they purchased, they were very satisfied. This pre-close is similar to the higher authority preclose, but a proof source is not offered. After hearing how the product has worked so well for other customers, it is hoped the prospect will become less skeptical. Another version of the similar situation pre-close is known as the feel-felt-found preclose. The feel-felt-found preclose also uses a customer referral without a proof source. The feel-felt-found preclose is delivered as follows: "I understand how you feel, Mr. Prospect. Mr. Jones felt the same way when I told him about this offer, and today he is my happiest customer." This strategy, when used immediately before the close, can be an effective closing technique with a skeptical prospect. Emotional Pre-close Emotional pre-closes, in general, appeal to customers' psychological feelings (Reardon, 1981) or motivations regarding the product/service, the salesperson, or the salesperson's company. An emotional pre-close may also be directed at the prospect's feelings regarding decision making. Emotional precloses arouse positive feelings such as pride, happiness and accomplishment, and negative emotions such as fear and jealousy. Positive emotional pre-closes attempt to relate the purchase of the product or service to positive situations or possible positive future outcomes. This type of preclose attempts to create a visual image in the prospect's mind in which the purchase of the product or service results in a favorable outcome. Positive emotional precloses also try to create a sense of ownership of the product by attempting to get the prospect to think about the product on a higher level, where the prospect sees himself or herself using the product and deriving benefits, rather than merely processing the information provided by the salesperson. The positive emotional pre-close can be defined as the statements the salesperson makes in an attempt to tie beneficial emotions to ownership of the product-service. The psychological rationale for the effectiveness of positive emotional pre-closes is based upon either irrational decision making during high levels of desire (i.e., loss of reasonable perspective) or the impact of central processing when issues are highly relevant (Petty and Cacioppo, 1981). Visualization attempts to produce positive emotional feelings towards a product or service (i.e., high levels of desire) which may become more salient to the purchasing decision than logical evaluation (i.e., attitude change through peripheral routes - see Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). Visualization places the prospect in the future after ownership has already occurred, thereby simulating the emotions that will occur at that time. For example,
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"Imagine how you will feel driving this new car." Once the prospect visualizes owning the product, the salesperson points out the positive emotions related to ownership, such as how the prospect will look to others, the enjoyment the prospect will derive from using the product, the time or money it may save the prospect, or any other aspect about the product that demonstrates the usefulness and satisfaction the prospect will receive from purchasing the product. An alternative impact visualization can have is to make an individual more involved with a product. As the individual becomes more involved with the product, relevant issues will be considered more fully (Petty and Cacioppo, 1981). Increased involvement through visualization may cause an individual to process information in a more comprehensive manner (i.e., the central route to persuasion see Petty and Cacioppo, 1986) and thus permanently impact attitude change. Negative emotional pre-closes, on the other hand, attempt to paint a picture in which non-purchase of the product results in future situations that are undesirable or unfavorable. These precloses attempt to raise feelings of loss or insecurity resulting from non- purchase. Negative emotional pre-closes attempt to relate nonpurchase of the product to negative situations or possible negative future outcomes. The negative emotional pre-close can be defined as the statements the salesperson makes in order to emphasize the unpleasant consequences of foregoing purchase of the product- service. The psychological rationale for the effectiveness of negative emotional pre-closes is based upon greed, fear of loss, and fear of an incorrect decision. A good example of a type of pre-close with negative emotional appeal is the fear pre-close. The use of fear is a common technique in which the salesperson tells the prospect "the price is going up tomorrow," or -this is the last one left you better get it now." For example the salesperson will state, "My manager says he will only give you this price if you sign right now." By providing the information of the impending price increase, the salesperson creates urgency in the transaction. In addition, it provides the prospect with a logical reason to buy now in order to save money, rather than pursue other logical avenues such as evaluating alternatives which could increase the likelihood of a different, but perhaps more appropriate decision. Conditioned Pre- Close The conditioned pre-close uses multiple "yes" questions to pre- dispose and condition the prospect to say "yes." This method of persuasion was first used by Socrates in approximately 450 B.C. Socrates would ask, a string of simple questions that a reasonable individual would consistently agree with. The continuous yes (c.f., Futrell, 1994) selling technique was successfully employed by
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encyclopedia salespeople in the 1950's (i.e., the "64 yes close"). An example of a "64 yes" question is "Do you believe in your child's education?" This selling strategy was so successful in the sale of encyclopedias that several states legally prohibited its use. This particular influence tactic is also referred to as the "Socratic method" of persuasion (Carnegie 1937). Another variation of the "Socratic Method" of persuasion is the minor points (pre) close (Futrell, 1994). The minor points pre-close elicits positive responses regarding minor attributes of the product or service in question. For example, "Do you like the backyard? Does the kitchen fit your needs? Is there enough closet space for your clothing?" After the prospect repeatedly states that the product/service fits her needs, she might feel concern about appearing deceitful if she does not agree to purchase. Conclusions Strategies for the final stage of the transaction process are varied and success is dependent upon the situational and psychological needs of the prospect. The full utility of pre-close and closing processes can only be realized when these tactics are matched with each other and with specific customer needs and decision-making philosophies. By integrating these theories into sales training programs, the effectiveness of salespeople could then be enhanced. Additional situational factors must also be considered. For example, some situations require a formal approach in terms of speech, dress, and mannerisms (i.e., the use of formal dress and speech when addressing a board of directors), while others may require an informal approach (i.e., the use of appropriate jargon and casual dress when addressing an auto-mechanic in rural Louisiana). The impact of various conditions upon the choice of sales strategies requires a contingency framework in order to explain the resulting behaviors of salespeople (Weitz 1981) and the decision-making strategy of the prospect (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). This variance in behaviors is significantly influenced by customer traits, salesperson traits, and situational factors. As such, a contingency framework that examines these relationships is needed to appropriately examine the correct use of pre-closing and closing strategies. While the purpose of this paper has been to suggest a conceptual foundation for exploring the relationships between salesperson behavior and customer traits, additional research could be instrumental in clarifying the specific nature of these interactions. Empirical validation of this type of framework would prove enlightening in this regard.
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