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Michael Bosworth’s book Solution Selling, Creating Buyers in Difficult Selling Markets and my experience using these techniques was instrumental in developing this thought piece.
What is Solution Selling?

Solution selling is the process where we (the seller) bring the buyer into agreement with our vision of the solution to the pain they are feeling. It is predicated upon the philosophy that People buy from People. The most difficult part of Solution Selling is creating action visions for the buyer. Painting a mental picture for the buyer where they actually see themselves using the product in a specific situation.

Our product is complex; we are dealing with complicated and very important decisions. It is critical at this point to stop and think about this. Most people (those with kids in public school) give up any decisions related to education to the professionals (education professionals). The educational paradigm they operate under is that only professional educators with degrees (preferably advanced degrees) are capable of teaching and that this can only be done in a classroom setting.

Even those who are capable of moving past the public school paradigm and who think about homeschooling still have to battle the only model they ever experienced. I go back to the picture I had Sondra develop for me. I had three photos placed on a single placard; one was of a classroom setting, teacher in front of a white board and a bunch of kids (20 or so) at desks. The second was a shot I call “school-at-home” which is the environment that most homeschoolers create and what we see are three kids sitting at tables with a mother standing up in front of a smaller white board and the kids looking exactly like they are in school. And finally a shot of a mother reading aloud, sitting on a couch with 4 kids gathered around. The final shot is of course a representation of the Sonlight paradigm our vision of education. 

 Successful solution selling brings the buyer into agreement with our vision of the solution to the educational pain they are feeling.

Our marketing messages, whether in the catalog, on the web site, the way conventions work, or how the new Sonia system works, all need to be in complete alignment. A single vision is presented to the buyer, regardless of the sales process used each approach should generate an identical vision.
Buyers

Typical buyers are in one of three positions in understanding their need. These positions are Latent Pain, Pain, and Vision. In latent pain the buyer doesn’t even recognize a need, or if they recognize a need they can’t articulate it and don’t understand that there may be potential solutions available. As an example if your children are in an inner city school, you may recognize the fact that there is a problem but the only solution you could see would be to move to Highlands Ranch, but of course you can’t afford that so there is no solution so the pain remains latent and you remain in denial.
A buyer that is in active pain is one who has actually recognized a need, can articulate it and by virtue of that fact will be receptive to anyone who can provide a vision of a solution. In our previous example school vouchers or charter schools may be a vision that the customer can buy into.
Interestingly enough in any given universe of potential buyers less than 5% will be in active pain or in the market for a solution. 95% will be in latent pain. What makes this interesting is that all of us including our competitors are usually pursuing the 5% in pain. None are actively trying to raise the latent pain levels of the 95% in the buying universe. 
The rules of sales say that if a prospect is in pain, and recognizes a need, and you are the first in the door you get to set the buying criteria. That is a big advantage. However you are in an even better position if you have worked with the prospect and raised their latent pain to the point where they recognize the need. You then have the opportunity to create the vision of the solution, a much more powerful position than merely setting the buying criteria.

The vast majority of our available prospect universe (all parents with school age children) is in an interesting position. Most will admit that public schools are in trouble, even though most will not be able to articulate exactly what they think is wrong. The problem for this group of prospects/suspects is that the public school system is all they have ever known. Their educational paradigm is driven by their experience of public “free” education, at least from K through 12. At best they will look for solutions that aid in making this experience better. Home schooling is not part of their paradigm (mental model) it is actually so far over the horizon it will never enter their mind. They may recognize that there is a problem and see a need but they are in latent pain. The only solutions that they will see will be tied into their public education paradigm. The potential solutions they see as being available will be things like moving to get the kids into a better school system; praying for busing to a better school; hiring tutors; send the kids to some kind of supplemental program etc. (Interesting, isn’t it, that one of the selling points touted when looking at real estate is how good the schools are in your district?)  

At this moment the only solution whose vision has a chance to break into their paradigm is K12. This is the School at Home solution. It is “free” and they don’t try to alter the educational paradigm rather merely the delivery mechanism and move the classroom to your dining room. 

The second smaller universe to consider are all families that currently homeschool or are seriously considering homeschooling. I break this universe down into the following major groups:

1 Our customers (perhaps as much as 5% of this total universe)

2 Workbook oriented
3 Textbook oriented
4 Online (K12, Alpha Omega, North Star Academy)

5 Classical or other Literature based curricula
6 DIY (Do it Yourself) Unschooling
Taking our customers first we tend to assume that they already have our vision and that they recognize that they have not merely our best solution but the best solution. I used to think this was true but we lose a fair number of people who try us for one year and then leave. So I am no longer convinced we are building a strong enough vision in our customer base.

The other groups of people all have a vision of a solution that was developed when they got into homeschooling. Whoever got there first got to set the buying criteria. Now they may be in pain (latent or otherwise) but we have not provided a compelling message that would let them know we feel their pain. A sales approach that begins by trying to discuss product features or even benefits will most likely be starting the conversation in the wrong place. We have not yet helped them identify the fact that they are in pain.  This is an incredibly important point. Think about the time you spend with prospects in the booths. Are you answering their questions? Are you talking about features? Are you talking about benefits? Or are you asking the questions and guiding them through a process of identification of their latent pain? Are you developing in them the unique Sonlight Vision of education? Are your presentations doing any of this? 
Our vision will not resonate with prospects that do not yet recognize the pain they are in. We have not raised their latent pain to a level that they feel it. It can almost sound as if I am proposing that we manipulate the prospect but as long as we are not trying to take advantage of them, and as long as we believe our solution is superior to our competitors solution, then we serve them best by trying to get them to recognize their pain (need) and buy into our vision of the solution. 
Solution Selling is based on this vision creation. 

The most effective course in any of our approaches must be to first get the prospect to recognize the need. Raise their latent pain to a point where the prospects feel it. Or re-engineer the pain they recognize into a defined need that we address with our solution. This in turn means asking questions, the right questions.

1 Phase 1: Define the need

2 Phase 2: Evaluate the alternatives

3 Phase 3: Risk evaluation and action

The 9 Block Vision Processing Model below is a visual representation of the steps required to move people from latent pain through active pain to finally seeing a vision and eventually buying into that vision.
Vision Processing: Creation/Participation/Reengineering

I believe all our presentations, whether the ones we currently are used to giving, or the new ones I am proposing need to be designed around this methodology.







You start in the upper left hand box and work down each column then start at the top of the next column. 

The objective is to get the prospect to walk through the diagnosis of the problem, determine the impact the problem is having on their family and finally show them the solution, and in the process to get them to develop the same vision we have of the solution. From that point on the sale is easily closable.
The three question types are to be used in a repetitive mode, so if as you are in the diagnosis phase you may have to go through it two or three times to fully diagnose the problem. You use an open question to get the prospect talking about the problem, the control questions are used to keep control of the conversation and the confirm questions restate the prospects statements.

OPEN Questions: These are questions that cannot be answered with a Yes or No. We are inviting the buyer to express themselves freely. 
CONTROL Questions: These questions allow us (the seller) to maintain control of the subject matter under discussion. You are trying to use the Open question to focus on a specific subject. 

CONFIRM Questions: These questions summarize the seller’s understanding of the buyer’s situation. 

This is a very brief introduction to the process I keep referring to as solution selling. 

This model of vision processing provides us with a powerful method to develop presentations that are specifically aimed at raising latent pain up to the point where it can be felt. The questions all need to be developed along with the answers and what they mean in determining the next question to ask. But this gives us a framework to begin the development of our sales presentations. Additionally this will be the framework we will use to develop the pre-qualifying questions that assistants can use to prep a prospect for a consultation with the SCC or give the invitation to a specific presentation given later.
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