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DEALING WITH THE HIGHLY 
SKILLED SALESPERSON

Classic Recommended 
Responses to Back Door 

Selling Questions

How to Deal with Back Door Selling
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When do you need this by?

On the first question regarding delivery: “When do you need 
this by?”, I like to respond by asking three questions:

1. 	What is your standard delivery?

2. 	What are you currently delivering at?

3. 	If push came to shove, how fast could you have it here 
without an expediting fee taking place?

Now here the salesperson might ask again, “Well, when do 
you need it?” at which point I repeat my third question:

“No, I’ve asked all of your competitors the same question. If 
push comes to shove, how fast could you have it here without 
an expediting fee taking place?”

That way you’ve gained information without giving any up.
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How’s business?

I like to respond by saying (if it’s true):

“Business is steady, and how’s your business?”

What have you now done? You’ve put them in the same 
position that they tried to put you in.

If they say, “Business is great! We’re running every line 3 shifts 
a day”, you might want to check it out to see if they can get 
you the delivery you’re after.

If they say, “Business is really slow, certainly could be a lot 
better,” you might want to check their financials. If they’re 
having a cash flow problem, quick payment in exchange 
for lower overall price might be a real WIN/WIN trade. You 
might also want to check how bad off their financial situation 
is so you don’t get stuck with someone who is going out of 
business.

At the very least, when they say business has been slow, it 
usually means they’re hungry and it should substantially 
build your leverage in getting concessions.
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Regarding delivery, price, quality, warranty, terms, 
what’s the most important factor in this buy?

I’d say, “They’re all important.”

Assuming the salesperson followed that up and said, “But 
surely one must be more important than another?” Then I’d 
say, “You’re right. The total package.”

What’s your budget?

If you’re a non-purchasing person, you might say: “That’s 
proprietary information”, or “Company policy does not allow 
me to reveal that.”

Those two responses can serve you well on a number of back 
door questions.

Probably the easiest response is to say, “Ask purchasing. They 
handle anything dealing with the overall cost.”
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Does Purchasing have veto power?

Remember that if you intimate in any way that purchasing 
has no authority and simply places the order, you are cutting 
their legs off and destroying valuable leverage for your 
company’s negotiating situation.

My client’s recommendation: “It’s a team buy. We have our 
role. Purchasing has their role. You need to convince both 
parts of the team.”

What if it’s not true? What if purchasing doesn’t have veto 
power?

Well, don’t lie! Not on this or any other question. With laws 
of sowing and reaping in the universe (some say what goes 
around comes around), if we lie, sooner or later someone will 
start lying to us.

But you could deflect it by saying, “How we decide here is 
really not the appropriate discussion. We want to know what’s 
the best you can do for us on every area affecting this buy.”
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Regarding quality, how do we stack up?

I wouldn’t build their leverage by praising their quality. I’d 
say: “You meet specifications.” Or I’d say, “As with your 
competitors, you meet spec, they meet spec, so what we’re 
looking for now is the best total package.”

What don’t you like about your current supplier?

I have clients who have been successful in responding with 
the comment:

“We are generally quite pleased with our current supplier’s 
performance, but we’re always on the look out to improve the 
total package.”

If the supplier persists and says: “Yeah, but where specifically 
could the current supplier improve their performance on the 
total package?”

The successful follow-up is: “Would you really want 
me talking to your competitors about your company’s 
weaknesses?” And then move them to the next question.
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Who besides yourself will be signing off on this 
agreement?

If it’s a team buy, as it often is, tell them: “It’s a team buy, but 
everything will be coordinated through me.”

What if the salesperson follows up like this one and says, 
“What are their names?” I immediately respond by saying, 
“Why is that important to you? Do you intend to go behind 
my back?” Most salespeople will back off and say, “Oh no, 
I was just interested.” Then I’ll say, “Fine, what’s your next 
question?”

Who’s the end user?

Again, I’ll immediately respond defensively by saying, “Why 
is that important to you? Do you intend to go behind my 
back?”

They’ll usually back off and say, “Oh no, I just had a number 
of technical questions I wanted to ask.” At which point I’ll say, 
“Fine, get me a list of those questions and I’ll submit them to 
the end-user for you.”

Remember, we’re talking about non WIN/WIN suppliers, those 
who take this information and would use it on you to get 
“speced in” and then destroy your leverage in the negotiation.
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Who is my competition?

When the salesperson asks, “Who else are you looking at? 
Who’s my competition? I like to respond by saying:

“You know who your competitors are.”

If they say: “No I don’t.”

I respond, “Well you ought to!” and then move them on to the 
next question.

Are there any additional approaches?

Sure. You could answer with a fogging response and a 
question. Something like:

“Company policy doesn’t allow us to reveal who the 
competitors are (if this is true), but let me ask you this, who 
do you regard as your major competition?

I’m amazed how many clients have said they’ve received 
the names of companies they’d never heard of, and after 
researching them, ended up working with some of those 
previously unknown suppliers.
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What are your projected volumes?

When the supplier asks, “What are your volumes?” I like to 
respond by asking the salesperson: “Where are your breaks?”

If they respond by saying, “There are breaks at the 5,000, 
10,000, and 15,000 levels”, I’ll ask, “Are there any breaks 
above and beyond that?”

They might say, “Well, I guess there was a break at the 22,000 
level.” I’ll ask what was that break?

By asking questions of the salesperson, I’m finding out how 
low a price he or she could go to and still make a profit.

Could I have a plant tour?

I’d say, “Absolutely you can have a plant tour if you are 
selected. In fact, if you’re selected, we want you in our plant 
to suggest how we can improve our processes. But until 
the selection process is over, it would be premature and 
inappropriate to have you take a plant tour.”
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