
        
            
                
            
        

    
"This book solves one of the greatest sales challenges that’s yet to truly be addressed (selling when you aren't in the room), making it one of the must-read sales books. I've been doing sales for almost 30 years, and I'm mesmerized by new tricks as I try to stay on top of my sales game. Nate's a wizard and this book is a collection of his spells. Go forth and be magical!”

- Mark Kosoglow, CRO at Catalyst 

“With page after page of useful templates, frameworks, and other tactical best practices, Selling With is probably the most actionable sales book that's ever been written.”

- Matt Green, CRO at Sales Assembly
 

“In a sea of sales advice, Selling With nails it. It’s one of the best enterprise sales books I've read in a long time. While each chapter builds on the last, you can also jump around and choose your adventure to get precisely what you're looking for, with easy-to-digest frameworks for mutual action plans, writing, proof of concepts, managing the “drama” in deals and more. Run, don't walk to read this!”

- Amy Volas, Founder & CEO at Avenue Talent Partners

“Consensus selling is hard. Consensus buying is harder. Nate brilliantly diagnoses this problem, and prescribes how to rethink your selling motion with empathetic eyes, poignant stories, and specific examples.”

- Todd Caponi, Author of The Transparency Sale & The Transparent Sales Leader
 

“Market conditions are changing faster than most salespeople can evolve their skills, and the hottest new skill every seller needs to master is the art of champion development. If you can’t find (and create) champions that sell when you’re not in the room, you’re toast. Nate’s the world’s expert on champion development, and enabling them with the business case to get deals done.”

- Chris Orlob, Co-Founder & CEO at pclub.io
 

“Holy smokes. This book prevents the whiplash all new Enterprise AE’s feel, by sharing what every sales methodology leaves out — the psychology of buying behavior, and the specifics on HOW to apply it. Enterprise AE’s should run to grab Selling With. The smartest sales leaders will grab copies for their teams as their enablement handbook too."

- Krysten Connor, Sales Strategist at UserGems
 

“Most sellers fundamentally misunderstand how buyers make decisions in enterprise sales. Selling With is essential for sellers wanting to keep up with modern selling. It’s the first sales book that had me saying, ‘This is SO good’ time and time again.”

- Kyle Asay, VP Sales at MongoDB
 

“The writing, thinking, and selling skills revealed by Selling With are on another level. Nate’s become one of my favorite reads and he doesn’t disappoint. With super actionable breakdowns and examples, this is a must read for any seller looking to improve and learn how to shape complex buying conversations.”

- Keith Weightman, VP of Sales at Bullhorn
 

"Nate has written something different and wonderful. Selling With speaks to the heart of everything that's missing from modern sales. If sales is the career you’re choosing, buy this book immediately.”

- Amy Hrehovcik, Host at the Revenue Real Hotline
 

"I can say Nate's content is objectively excellent. When he did a crash course on Selling With for 70 Enterprise AE's who are part of Sales Assembly, they gave the practices inside this book an NPS of 75 — that’s certified excellent.”

- Jeff Rosset, CEO at Sales Assembly
 

“The top producers in enterprise sales have figured out that winning with large brands is not about selling, but designing a stellar buying experience. Selling With is a masterful guide to help you do exactly that. This is a must-have resource for every enterprise seller.”

- Brandon Fluharty, Founder at Be Focused. Live Great.
 

“Selling With will help you navigate complex deal cycles in a tight market, by truly putting yourself in the buyer’s shoes. With nothing but actionable content, it’s an absolute must-have for every quota-carrying salesperson."

- Salman Mohiuddin, Founder at Salman Sales Academy

“Traditional sales training emphasizes that sellers must sell TO buyers, be combative, manipulative and 'always be closing.’ Nate flips this outdated model on its head and teaches salespeople how to sell WITH their buyers. Use this method if you want to not only close bigger enterprise deals, but also be a more trusted sales professional."

- Tom Alaimo, Founder at TA Sales
 

“A must for any seller looking to close bigger and more strategic deals. Nate tactically lays out an entire roadmap any seller can and should leverage.”

- Brian LaManna, AE at Gong
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A note to the reader: The order of this book is intentional. Each topic builds on the last. However, it’s also been written to let you skip ahead to later chapters, if you see a topic referenced in an earlier chapter that piques your interest, and you’d like to go deeper on it.


Part 1: Making the Mental Shift


Prologue: Just Like That

I was nervous. The sweaty hands, shallow-breathing kind of nervous.

I’d met my fair share of executives before. Closed much larger deals before, too. I guess it was just because of how badly I wanted to turn this account into a customer. They were one of the fastest-growing companies of all time. A tech darling loved by all.

Plus, their logo would look pretty dang good on our website.

I saw their chief product officer (CPO) log on first. We stared silently at each other, waiting for her audio to connect. The wait felt longer than the time someone wrote out a check to pay for their Starbucks during the morning rush.

My champion was running late. Where was he? No problem. This is good, I told myself. We can get to know each other before we talk shop.

“Hi, Nate, nice to meet you. Heard good things,” she said first.

“Well, that’s Tom for you. Always so encouraging. And likewise, he speaks highly of you.”

We chatted for a few minutes as my sweat subsided.

“Hey, guys, sorry I’m late! You both met?”

Tom had joined. Breezing in with an easy nonchalance I’d come to love about him.

“Yep, just sharing travel plans we’re each excited for. Good to see you, Tom,” I said.

“Well,” the CPO said to me, “I think the plan you and Tom worked up makes a lot of sense. I’m looking forward to working with you.”

I paused, looking at Tom, his smiling head floating around in the Zoom panel. Looking forward? I wondered to myself. Like, she’s already on board?

“Well, great. I’m glad to hear it, because we are too,” I replied, learning from a rather embarrassing moment a few months back when an SVP stopped me, mid-meeting, and said, “Stop selling me, Nate. I’m already on board.”

She’d read the memo Tom and I coauthored. She’d had some conversations with him and the product team I’d met before this. But surely, she had to have at least some questions, right?

Granted, this wasn’t the largest deal ever. But a modest six-figure check isn’t nothing either. So, I asked, just to be safe, “Any pieces you’d like to dig deeper on together?”

“As long as we can get going sooner rather than later, we’re good. Tom can coordinate setting up in our systems.”

We wrapped up with the typical goodbyes, and Tom said he’d call me later. I looked at the clock. It was 11:07 a.m. The call had lasted seven minutes, with six minutes of filler.

Tom had joined his company about six months before this. He had a strong reputation for good results inside fast-growing, soon-to-be-public tech companies. He was well-known with product insiders, and he knew his stuff.

His internal team respected him, and I knew that would make him a strong champion. But I hadn’t realized just how strong.

Tom had closed this deal. There was no doubt in my mind.

Sure, I helped set him up. He was in his first few months with the company. He was expected to give his executive team a brief on his plans, and they were looking to see their newly hired leader shine. It wasn’t the forum for a seller to take point. But it was a perfect chance to enable Tom’s message.

So we wrote up his narrative together. Illustrating how acquiring early-stage companies (with our product’s help) was a long-term play to expand their market. Something that would pay off dearly in a few years, after they went public. And around the time growth from their core products would cool down.

My cell phone rang. It was Tom.

“Tom, what just happened?” I asked, still in a slight state of shock.

“What do you mean? We’re good to go!” he said, his voice rising with excitement.

“Well, yeah! But how? I mean, we talked about vacation plans. Then, the next thing I know, we’re wrapping up. What’d you say to her before this?”

“Remember that brief I presented to her? The one we worked on? So, in my last one-on-one, I accidentally had a few old versions left open. She saw all the back-and-forth, our comments, and she thought ‘Nate’ was someone on our team. She just hadn’t met you yet. So, she asked me who you reported to.”

“When I explained you weren’t an employee here, she was surprised. And since she’d just heard my ELT [executive leadership team] presentation, it clicked when I explained what you do. She was in.”

“Just like that?” I asked.

“Just like that,” he said.


Your New Sales Job Description

In a letter to Amazon shareholders, Jeff Bezos wrote:

We don’t do PowerPoint presentations at Amazon. Instead, we write narratively structured memos… The great memos are written and re-written, shared with colleagues who are asked to improve the work, set aside for a couple of days, and then edited again with a fresh mind. They simply can’t be done in a day or two.

This idea has shaped how I view the jobs of sellers and buyers more than any book, training, or mentor. What the Space Cowboy said here is deeply profound.

Weird, I know. What do Amazon’s internal communications have to do with B2B sales?

At the risk of overstating it, everything. You see, B2B sales is internal communication.

It’s the process of finding and framing a problem. Then, aligning, on average, a dozen different people with conflicting opinions about the right way to solve that problem.

There are two wildly important takeaways for sellers developing complex deals here.

The first is that sales reps are rarely in the room for moments that create and kill deals. Debates and decisions between a company’s leadership, about their problems and level of priority, generally happen during internal meetings—not sales meetings.

The second is that internal meetings, when effective, are the result of clear thinking outlined in a structured and compelling narrative. That’s why an Amazon memo can’t be created in a day.

This, at a fundamental level, should shift how you think about your job as a B2B seller.

Most people believe a seller’s job is to pitch and close deals. But this view is dated.

Effective sales reps don’t sell to buyers. They sell with them. They influence their buyer’s thinking about the problem. They enable them to deliver a clear, compelling narrative that gets their team aligned on what to do next.

Which means sales reps don’t close deals. Buyers do.

Buyers have always been at the center of making a sale happen, because a solution is far more than just a product. A solution is the sum of all the problem discovery, consensus building, onboarding, and adoption of a product. A solution, therefore, can’t exist without the buyer. Remove the buyer and you’re left with a product. But take a motivated buyer and you can, in fact, remove the seller and get a deal done.

The job of a seller, then, is to enable their buyer.

To help them move from where they are (a problem) to where they want to go (a payoff).

Selling With, Not To

You have a number. A target. A quota. To hit it, you need to shape the outcome of every deal in your pipeline. Which makes earning a seat at the proverbial “table” key.

If you’re sitting at the table, then you can influence the decision. So, how do you earn your seat? And if an internal meeting happens without you there, can you still shape the outcome?

In short, yes.

You do this by creating and enabling champions—contacts who are fluent in the narrative you’ve developed throughout the sales cycle. Someone who knows the words their team and executives will resonate with.

Let me paint you a quick word picture to illustrate this shift.

The ancient Greeks used to speak with something called the “middle voice.” And this is exactly what the idea of selling with is all about. Here’s the difference: 
 

	Active voice: I’m selling you. 
	Passive voice: I’m being sold by you. 
	Middle voice: I’m selling with you. 


See the difference? We typically talk about sales as either an active or a passive activity. Active if you’re the rep. Passive if you’re the buyer. But the ancient Greeks knew what’s up. They knew there was a third posture. Sales can be something we do together. Kind of like turning your car while acting with your power steering. Which lets you change the direction of a large and heavy vehicle far more easily than you could without it.

We’ll go deeper on the profile of a champion. How to create them, test them, sell with them. But for a minute, hear this:

Your job is to create and enable committed champions for every deal in your pipeline.

Champions are the real definition of “inside sales reps.” And just like every sales rep, they need to be enabled. With a strong message plus the coaching and content to clearly share that message. In this way, the enterprise seller’s job looks more like “an enablement team of one.”

How to successfully embrace this job description, to land larger deals at a faster and higher rate, is what the rest of this book is about.

If you’re with me so far, you’re ready to shift to Buyer Enablement.

It’s an exciting shift because it’s how you’ll overcome your number one pipeline killer: “Lost to no decision.” In some cases, a competitor will steal the deal. In most cases, deals stall for lack of urgency and loss of momentum. The buying team wasn’t aligned on the problem or its level of priority.

Buyer Enablement changes this in complex sales.

Keys to Creating Committed Champions

Hopefully, you’re thinking differently about your job now. Next, we need to talk about your champion’s job. We’ll be talking about champions quite a bit, so let’s define who, exactly, these “champions” are.

Champions create alignment and accountability within a buying committee.

More sales teams are pushing further upmarket. Leadership is looking to see larger contracts. But the biggest difference you’ll find when you start selling to the enterprise isn’t the size of the contract. It’s the number of contacts. Buying circles expand from two, to 10, to 20, or more. Champions help you align them all, while keeping everyone accountable.

They’re the glue between three different sets of contacts in a deal:

	Daily users. The people interacting with your software or service day to day.
  
	Key stakeholders. These are contacts like SLIP (security, legal, IT, procurement) that you need to work with before closing a deal.
  
	Decision-maker(s). There can be multiple, but this is essentially the person whose budget is paying the bill. They’re signing off on your contract. 


If you only have two out of three types of contacts on board, you’ve lost the deal.

For example, you can have direct users and stakeholders bought in but no budget signoff. Or, you’ve secured a budget without any blockers from other stakeholders, but the daily users prefer a competitor. And so on.

A champion can be part of any of these groups, but they’ll always have these three traits:

	Incentive. There’s a personal connection or reward that ties them to your deal. There’s something in it for them, motivating them to help get the deal done.
  
	Influence. They’re in a position to do something about the problem. They know how to leverage titles and relationships as well as their own social capital to move things forward. 


	Information. They can lay out the treasure map. They’re able to help you shortcut the path and avoid pitfalls with hard-to-find deal intelligence.
  


If your contact has influence and information, but no incentive, they’re an influencer, not a champion. They’re a coach if they have incentive and information but can’t influence the outcome of the deal.

Of course, influence comes in varying degrees. It’s not that some have it and others don’t. It’s a spectrum that will rise and fall based on someone’s “believability.” Which acts as a discount rate to a champion’s level of influence.

For sake of example, let’s say one champion’s believability is as high as 90%. They:

	Were personally recruited by an executive after working with them in the past. 


	Exude confidence and everyone looks to them in group settings. 


	Successfully led a similar project from start to finish. 


Now, let’s say another contact’s believability drops as low as 20% because they’re:

	Seen as flaky and rarely follow through. 


	Prone to exaggerate the facts to get their way. 


	Responsible for a past trainwreck of a project. 


That second contact can’t be a champion. Their internal reputation, lack of social capital, and low believability means they hold little to no influence.

You may not write down percentage-based believability scores for the people you work with. But it’s still part of an implicit mental process. It’s a filter we all run other people’s words through. Which is why I find the decision-making structure of one of the world’s largest hedge funds so fascinating.

Bridgewater Capital turned this mental model into an explicit program. Here’s how their founder, Ray Dalio, describes this:

The most believable opinions are those of people who 1) have repeatedly and successfully accomplished the thing in question, and 2) have demonstrated that they can logically explain the cause-effect relationships behind their conclusions ...

But for this to be the case, the criteria for establishing believability must be objective and trusted by everybody. At Bridgewater everyone’s believability is tracked and measured systematically, using tools such as Baseball Cards and the Dot Collector that actively record and weigh their experience and track records. In meetings we regularly take votes about various issues via our Dot Collector app, which displays both the equal-weighted average and the believability-weighted results (along with each person’s vote) …

Regardless of whether or not you use this kind of technology and structured process for believability weighting, the most important thing is that you get the concept.

The big idea? Not all champions are created equal. Some contacts aren’t champions at all.

Related, just like there’s a difference between potential and kinetic energy, a contact with the profile of a champion only becomes a champion after converting their influence into forward progress. That’s why true champions are defined by their behavior. They volunteer to move a piece of your deal forward in between meetings—and actually follow through. They challenge the status quo. They ask hard questions. They push back on how things have “always been done.”

Now, let’s say it seems like you’ve created a committed champion. They’re advocating for you with their team. But then, the deal fizzles out. Thing is, their biggest problem likely wasn’t their boss’s biggest problem—or their company’s.

That’s why effective champions also consider their leadership’s goals. Why their own pains may not be the company’s priority. And they adjust their message accordingly, so it resonates.

This point is key because every complex deal happens on two different levels.

Brett Queener, investor and former Salesforce executive, phrased it to me this way. You only have a legitimate opportunity when you can answer these two questions while working with your champion:

	What happens to this contact if they don’t buy my solution? 


	What happens to this company if they don’t buy my solution? 


I like this framing. Because implicit in the question is a problem—active loss that needs to be addressed. Along with the different “closes” you’ll make in the Buyer Enablement approach:

	First, you close your champion(s). 


	Second, you close the contract with them. 


Now, champions have day jobs. It’s easy for them to see time spent with you, the seller, as time not spent on their own goals.

So, if you don’t clearly align the buying process with a set of personal metrics, incentives, and career goals (A promotion? More earnings? Less stress?) that matter to the champion, they’ll wonder, “What’s in it for me?” This is when deals stall.

You get stood up. “Ghosted,” as the kids say.

No Champion, No Deal

Developers are painfully aware of a concept called tech debt. This is when you shortcut the process of building a solid product foundation, then pay for it over time. This happens in sales too. But most sellers are unaware of “deal debt.” They pay dearly for it as a result.

Deal debt is the cost of overinvesting in dead-end deals. Its effect is twofold:

	Feeding low-potential deals your energy and creativity. 


	Starving high-potential deals of that energy and creativity. 


This compounds over time.

It’s why “No champion, no deal” is a mantra buyer enablers live by. They know it’s next to impossible to align a dozen contacts, each with their own set of competing priorities and busy schedules, without a solid champion. And often, multiple champions.

So how do you know if your contact is a true champion?

You test them.

Here are a few different tests you can use. The fun thing about each test is, when done well, it adds to the relationship. It creates a new level of commitment in a sort of self-reinforcing create-test loop.

First, change the channel.

Close a conversation by asking, “Would you mind if I shoot you a quick text if I hit a question before our next call? Also happy to set up a Slack Connect channel if it’s easier?”

The idea is that as you move into increasingly personal and private communication channels, you’re taking the relationship deeper. And it should go without saying, changing the channel means bringing an extra level of thoughtfulness to your communication.

Second, ask champions to lay out their buying process.

Prospects want to buy how their organizations buy, not how you sell. If a champion has led the buying process in the past, they should be able to detail everything from decision criteria, key players to involve, and steps unique to their approvals process.

A committed champion won’t hesitate to lay out the treasure map for you. Someone who’s on the fence will hold that information close to the vest.

Third, assign them action items.

We’re all busy. But we always make time for what’s most important to us. Assign your champion an action item to figure out where on their priority list you fall.

The best kind of action item is one that “adds value” to the process and gives you a clear, black-or-white measure of whether or not they followed through. Examples are calling a customer reference, sharing data for your business case, or adding comments to an internal memo (more on this later).

Fourth, train them.

Your champion will, no doubt, be involved in conversations about you, without you. So, flip the script and ask them to share how they’ll communicate your offering during an internal meeting. Ask them to share their true, unfiltered opinions.

If your champion is willing to listen to feedback, to be ready for questions or objections about your value, you know you’ve built a solid champion.


Life Inside the Enterprise

If your champion is willing to listen to feedback, to be ready for questions or objections about your value, you know you’ve built a solid champion.

Ask someone who’s never worked on a complex deal, “What’s the big difference when you move upmarket?” and they’ll say it’s the contract size. Six-, seven-, eight-figure deals. That’s why the sales cycle slows down.

Ask a seasoned enterprise rep, and they’ll say something different—the number of contacts, not the contract value, creates complexity, which extends the sales cycle. They’re right about that. There’s much more to unpack here, however.

This means selling enterprise is a completely different ballgame. In this chapter, you’re about to leave the world of B2B sales and step into B2E sales (business-to-enterprise).

Life inside the enterprise is full of frustrating realities you might not expect if you haven’t been on the buying side of a large purchase, or worked inside a large enterprise. Understanding what’s happening behind the scenes will help you empathize with your champions, more tactfully troubleshoot stalled deals, and avoid last-minute surprises.

Dee Hock, the founder of Visa, has the perfect story to setup this topic for us. I’m adding a long quote from his book One from Many, but it’s worth reading.

For context, Dee had just started a new job inside a large financial services company. A man named Mr. Brown tells Dee that visitors can’t find their senior executives’ offices, so they need him to put up some new signs.

When Dee tells his mentor Simmons about his new task, here’s what unfolds:

Back in the office shared with Simmons, I asked for the name of sign companies with whom we customarily dealt.

“How do you intend to handle it?” he asked.

“Call a sign company, see what’s available… and have it installed,” I replied. His hands went up in mock horror as he came down hard on every other word. “That will never do. You’ve been assigned a project. It will already be in the department project control log, flagged as important because it involves senior executives. Important projects always take time.”

“Yeah, sure, Dick, funny, funny,” I replied, reaching for the telephone.

His hand closed over mine. “Am I not responsible for your indoctrination? Trust me. This will be fun, and you’ll learn something as well.” At lunch he explained.

“What you don’t understand is that in companies like this, procedure is more important than purpose, and method more important than results.” He carefully went over a list of officers, deciding on those who would be most likely to have an opinion on signs, and how to make an innocuous approach.

During the weeks to follow I received a fascinating education about both human nature and the nature of organizations. Bored to death and disillusioned with the company, one of the most intelligent people I had ever met casually extracted opinions about “the sign problem” from various officers, each opinion different and duly admired by him. I listened as he told Brown about “the sign problem” and aroused concern that no one “upstairs” be offended by what we did. He obtained diverse sketches, samples, and prices from suppliers, exposing them to officers in idle moments to elicit conflicting opinion and avoid decision. Brown’s inquiries were skillfully turned aside with allusions to things “going well,” or “about wrapped up,” then digression to other subjects.

Fascinated, I watched as he manipulated situation after situation. He suggested a story for the company magazine about executive secretaries, causing a muddle of childish maneuvers by middle managers over who would be identified as “executive” by inclusion of their secretary and who insulted by exclusion. He organized a move to new quarters and induced months of bickering over allocation of space, layouts, furnishings, and windows. Not once was a lie told or a person misled. Simmons had more integrity and skill than that. He simply left murky minds unclarified and petty minds free to fuss.

It’s a hilarious story… because it’s not happening inside one of your deals.

Or is it?

It happens more often than you’d think. And the “sign problem,” or artificial drama, is just the first of many enterprise realities hiding behind closed doors. The next is called the Handshake Overhead.

As a company scales, the volume of internal communications and approvals needed compounds. It grows far faster than headcount. Seth Godin describes this reality by saying:

Handshake overhead is the result of the simple law of more people: n*(n – 1)/2. Two people need one handshake to be introduced. On the other hand, 10 people need 45 handshakes. More people involves more meetings, more approvals, more coordination.

Did you catch that? When selling to a small business, there’s usually one handshake involved. That number jumps to 45 (at least) for a single enterprise deal. Which absolutely kills deal momentum.

A group of UCLA professors ran a fascinating experiment that shows why. They gave two teams a stack of LEGO bricks and asked them to build a specific structure. The first team had two people. The second team had four people. The first team finished the task in 36 minutes. But the larger team needed 56 minutes to build that exact same structure. They needed more time, coordination, and communication to get everybody aligned (Morgan).

Now, if you take this concept and multiply the Handshake Overhead for a single deal by the number of active deals in your pipeline, then you can see just how many communication points you’re managing:
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This, in large part, is why Buyer Enablement is so effective when applied to a complex deal. Influencing how a company communicates internally—by selling with champions—lets you stay on top of questions like:

	Do I know how many people are truly involved in approving this deal? 


	What percent of those 45-plus handshakes have I influenced? 


	What handshakes still need to happen before closing? 


Which brings us to the next enterprise reality: endless meetings are a feature, not a bug.

Large companies have a lot of meetings. A LOT of meetings. It’s a corporate ritual that takes some getting used to, but there’s a purpose to this. It’s not always the meeting itself that’s valuable. It’s the calendar invite that’s acting as a forcing mechanism.

Meetings are like corporate deadlines. They’re a way of pushing for feedback, decisions, and executing on certain tasks.

This is important because by default, buyers get noncommittal feedback when presenting new project ideas. Their team’s not ready to move forward with exploring the project further, but they haven’t said no, either.

So, when it feels like you don’t know where you stand in the sales cycle, here’s the thing. Your buyers likely don’t know, either. To find out, they’ll likely book another internal meeting to discuss next steps and force more feedback.

You can see how extra weeks in the sales cycle start creeping up on you. Like a couple of extra pounds during the holidays.

Now, even if your very first contact happens to be the decision-maker, it’ll cost them relational capital to unilaterally make your deal happen. Which means they’ll always opt to bring other colleagues into the picture—each with their own schedule and priorities.

Enter the game of Calendar Tetris. This is where your contact tries to line up a 30-minute call with eight different people who have packed schedules in multiple time zones.

The bright side is if you’re booking a follow-up early in the sales cycle and get a date three weeks in the future, don’t worry. This doesn’t always mean the buying team isn’t interested. The most likely explanation is they simply couldn’t find a time that was available sooner and are working to complete their corporate ritual (trust but verify here, of course).

There’s a related twist to life in the enterprise that’s at play here, too. It’s what drives the noncommittal feedback and the need to involve so many others.

An extreme allergy to failure.

A $10 million loss that’s caused by someone’s (failed) action is far, far worse than a $10 million loss that’s created by the way it’s always been done.

It’s not inaccurate to say enterprise employees view the first scenario like a $100 million loss. Which means that long-standing employees internalize the art of avoiding failure over pushing new projects forward. If startups say “fail forward” and “learn fast and break stuff,” enterprise employees say, “stay in your lane,” “don’t fail,” and “we’ll remember if you do.”

One big reason for this is, straight up, large companies will never have the sense of urgency you do. Corporate environments are highly structured and operate in annual planning cycles. Not the monthly—or even weekly—sprints sellers hold themselves to.

What’s more, your buyer’s personal financial situation is rarely linked to your particular deal. So, the importance of any one sales meeting is diluted to them. By contrast, you may only be working a handful of large deals or named accounts at any given time, so each one becomes immensely more valuable to you.

All of that said, long-standing employees can become incredible allies. They’ll know how to navigate your deal through backchannels and closed-door conversations. They often carry a high level of informal decision-making clout, too. So don’t just target new hires, thinking you’ll find those who haven’t sipped too much of the corporate Kool-Aid yet.

Speak of decision-making clout… titles.

Titles are a big deal in the enterprise. It’s how power is bestowed and deployed. Now, obviously, a senior vice president holds more power than a manager. But there’s a connection back to this failure allergy.

There’s safety in a senior title presenting your project first. If they introduce your concept to the committee, everyone else’s defenses drop a few levels. Because one of the safest things to do in the enterprise is execute the direction you’re given.

Neil Soni describes this idea in his book The Startup Gold Mine by saying:

Titles are crucial when it comes to evaluating the “quality” of ideas and proposals. Ideas are never independent of their messenger, and this couldn’t be truer in a corporate environment. An idea suggested by an entry-level analyst could be ridiculed as “outlandish” and “silly Millennial talk”; but when shared by an SVP, the very same idea becomes “visionary” and “disruptive.” So goes human nature.

This, in turn, introduces another enterprise reality: bottlenecks.

The wait to get a new project approved can be unbearable. Even if the request is coming from within the organization and the same email domain—let alone initiated by an external sales rep. Here’s how bad it gets.

When I brought up this idea to an executive vice president of a Fortune 200, she laughed and recounted the perfect story:

I like to think I’m on top of requests. But I once had such a long backlog of approvals and budget meetings that a man followed me into the women’s washroom, continuing to pitch me on a project. He was relentless. And to be honest, he needed to be. I just don’t have the time to review everything I’m given. And I never will.

It’s the perfect story because it tees up two more corporate concepts you need to know.

Executives only have so much time in a week and a heckuva lot to oversee. So, they keep a tight filter on what they do and don’t pay attention to.

The first filter they use is The Law of Large Numbers. The classic error when messaging a new project to an executive is focusing on your revenue impact. If you can create a guaranteed $10 million in new revenue, that sounds good, right? Can anyone turn down $10 million?

They can—and they do all the time. Ten million dollars doesn’t even qualify as a rounding error for someone like Apple. With roughly $365 billion in revenue, $10 million is 0.000027% of that.

On the flip side, financial planning software may sound pretty boring. It’s helpful but not groundbreaking. Yet, if you’re a real estate company spending $10 billion on capital projects each year, reducing waste by 1% drives $100 million in new value.

Reid Hoffman, of LinkedIn fame, describes the second filter executives use: choosing which fires to let burn. Priorities, in other words. He says in Blitzscaling:

Most of us are willing to fight fires; it’s a smaller subset of people who are capable of noting the presence of a roaring blaze that might soon cut off all escape routes without allowing it to distract them from their laser-focused effort to fight an even more urgent fire.

Did you catch that? Putting out a fire isn’t enough. Solving a genuine problem, with real costs, isn’t enough to grab attention in the enterprise.

So, I think it’s fair to define things this way:
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	Priorities (plural) are mental filters. The brain’s equivalent to email spam filters. 


	A priority (singular) is something specific that executives are already sold on and actively subordinating other important topics to.
  


Which means issues only become problems when they’re standing in the way of a priority. Otherwise, they’re just distractions. Not true problems.

Make a mental note of this idea. We’ll dive deeper on this concept in later chapters about selling to executives and crafting narratives.

But for now, we’ll tie it into a final enterprise concept that serves as a wrapper around everything in this chapter. An enterprise deal will be one of three things to a buyer:

	The meeting 


	In the meeting 


	After the meeting 


In that order of priority. Here’s a breakdown of what this means.

If your deal is “the meeting,” you’re the priority. You’re addressing a fire that’s burning so hot, you’ve got the executive’s attention. The enterprise’s fear of failure pales in comparison to the bright light of the flames, so the buying team made you the entirety of the meeting agenda.

However, if you say to a buyer, “I was thinking it’d be helpful to get the group’s input; would it be worth calling a meeting for everyone to weigh in?” and they hedge on their response, you’re not the meeting. It’s more likely that you’re solving a problem for a smaller set of contacts—but not the company.

Instead, you might be “in the meeting.” Here, you’ve aligned with a priority that makes it to the agenda. Which is okay, by the way. It’s where most enterprise deals fall after you scoop out highly strategic, transformational deals.

But beware when you hear, “Oh sorry, we ran out of time last meeting, but I’m hoping we’ll get to it next week.” This is when your deal is a thought raised in passing after the meeting.

Kyle Asay, a friend and RVP of sales, recently commented on this idea to me:

Reps would be terrified if they knew how many of their deals died with a 20-second conversation at the end of a 1:1 between their contact and their boss. Like:

“Hey, so I’m looking at this…”

“Not a priority right now; let’s look at it in six months.”

“Okay.”

This type of after-the-meeting exchange is the difference between project risk and product risk. In a complex sale, the first risk is that no project is prioritized. So your product is never even evaluated.

Which is where we’ll pick up in Part 2: Designing the Buyer’s Journey.


Part 2: Designing the Buyer’s Journey


Building Your Pipeline Around Buying Behavior & Bias

The steps you take to sell your product are not the steps your prospects take to buy it.

While there’s some overlap—the meetings on your calendar, the activities in a “mutual action plan”—your sales activities represent a fraction of the internal sales process your buyers are leading.

That’s right. Your buyers are selling too.

More specifically, a handful of your buyers—your champions—are selling. Which is why the way we think about the sales process should more closely align with and enable the buying process. Aka, the “internal sale.”

To become a better partner to your champion by selling with them, look at the sale from their perspective and you’ll see:

	The internal sale isn’t as linear as it seems. 


	Buyers measure the sales cycle much differently. 


Let’s talk about this first piece: a nonlinear buying journey. If you compare the basic milestones in a complex purchase with the typical stages in a sales pipeline, you’ll spot a major difference.

Most noticeably, the typical sales pipeline looks far too simple for a complex deal.

We like to think of our pipeline as a one-way flow. For example, once you hit the “proposal” stage, the deal is qualified and won’t return back to a “discovery” stage. But this doesn’t align with the way champions sell deals internally.
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That one-way flow is more like a river. It’s curving, and it often backtracks.

An example of this is a buying committee agreeing to an approach but learning what’s (not) possible while evaluating solutions. So, they revisit their requirements, navigate the inner realities of the enterprise, and continue on.

On to the second point. Complex deals take time. But that’s not because your champions want that to be the case.

The fewer hours they spend away from their day job evaluating a solution—and the more time spent doing their job with a solution in place—the better. That’s why they measure the sales cycle in hours, not months.

	Sales reps: “It took me a whole 10 months to finally close that deal.” 


	Buyers: “It took me a whole 20 hours to finally get 
that product.” 


That said, a buying committee will spend more hours evaluating a purchase (which translates to extra months’ worth of sales cycle time), when:

	The solution seems too risky. 


	The cost of the problem wasn’t clearly measured. 


	The committee continues expanding without a clear owner. 


	There’s no consistent communication to keep the process moving. 


So, if you have an aging deal with a cycle time that’s longer than the median, then ask, why are your buyers spending so long evaluating it? And it’s not because they want a decision to take longer.

Now, here’s where this idea of the internal sale meets your role as the seller.

To the extent you can increase the overlap between your sales activities and your champion’s internal sales activities, you’ll increase your win rate.

These are the three types of activities that happen during any deal:

	Sales Activities. Prepping for a group demo with a sales engineer.
  
	Mutual Activities. The group demo meeting, with both sellers and buyers.
  
	Buying Activities. An internal committee debrief, unpacking findings from the demo. 


Most sales pipelines are built around the first and second groups. Only the rare sales team sets up “exit criteria” for each deal stage based on the third group of activities.

That said, if you go to your RevOps team tomorrow and say, “Nate thinks our sales stages are all wrong,” you’ll sound like a mosquito buzzing in their ear. You’ll get swatted away. And if you’re in RevOps reading this, you might be grimacing anxiously, but also nodding in agreement. There’s a benefit—but also a massive headache—with adjusting a CRM’s structure.

Pause. Breathe in… breathe out… I’m not suggesting a full-tilt change to the structure and reports you’ve already built. But I am suggesting good sellers always enable good buying behavior. They’re intentional about designing the process they’ll manage with their champions.

So, to the extent you define and attach specific buying behaviors to your deal stages, the more effectively you’ll close the gap between you and your buyers, know exactly where you stand while forecasting, and take the right next step to move deals through your pipeline.

Tying Deal Stages to Buying Behaviors

With this in mind, here’s a breakdown of the key buying behaviors you’ll want to start with.

As you read them, notice I’m referencing certain specifics like a “written problem statement.” Part 3 in this book breaks down all of these skills at a more tactical level.

Stage #1. Framing a high-cost, high-priority problem in writing.

Like we said earlier, every executive has to “choose which fires to let burn.” So while you may have found a “pain,” like a legacy system end users hate, that’s not enough. Dig deeper and frame that pain as a major threat the executive cares about—and one that’s only growing worse with time.

The exit criteria: your buyer shares a written problem statement with their team, framed in a way that aligns with your solution.

Stage #2. Multithreaded validation, from different points of view.

Your first contact’s greatest priority isn’t always the same as their company’s. When that’s the case, your deal is hanging by a single thread, which is risky.

So at this stage, you’re looking to become increasingly multithreaded. If you see multiple different roles all agreeing the problem is a “big deal,” you’re on the right track.

The exit criteria: no less than three buyers have read the problem statement, agreed with it, and confirmed it directly aligns with a specific, executive-level metric.

Stage #3. A relevant executive sponsors a new project.

Next, the executive whose metric is impacted has to agree that staying the course is too costly. They need to change something, so they dedicate the time and people resources needed to evaluate what that something is.

Note, this step can also come after stage #1. If your first point of contact is an executive (recommended when possible), they’ll refer you to their team, which is stage #2 above.

The exit criteria: The executive tasks their team with evaluating and recommending a new course of action. Bonus points if they create a new phrase or name for the project. When I discovered that one of my past deals was labeled “Project Sundrop” because it was going to help create a “brighter future,” I knew I was on to something.

Stage #4. The entire buying committee agrees on an approach.

Cue the opinions. This is where the idea of the consensus-based sale kicks in. You’re working with your first champion to assemble a goldilocks committee. One that’s just wide enough to push through a decision, but not too wide that all the dysfunction of those group projects you hated in school starts to set in.

This is also the stage that most sellers skip past, believing that “doing something” means “buying my software or service.” The approach the buying committee settles on will be a build, buy, or partner decision. If they choose “buy,” this is where you’ll work to influence their requirements—and when executed correctly, avoid a competitive search altogether.

The exit criteria: the buying committee decides to buy an external solution, with a specific set of requirements that align with your solution.

Stage #5. The committee confirms you’re their provider of choice, with a specific scope.

You never want to negotiate terms until you’re confirmed as the provider of choice. Meaning, the buying committee isn’t evaluating others because you can deliver what others can’t. If that’s not the case, you’ll be bidding—not negotiating—and the prize always goes to the lowest bidder.

You also want to ensure that all stakeholders (IT and security, for example) have signed off, and you’ve locked in a specific scope of work.

The exit criteria: the buying committee confirms they’ve stopped discussions with others, and everyone’s input is represented in a final scope of work.

Stage #6. A compelling event begins driving your close date.

The most effective form of urgency is internal to the buying team. It’s not manufactured by a quarter close or discounting. It’s driven by a desired outcome with a natural timeline that’s attached to it.

Of course, this point should be raised early and in view throughout the full sales cycle. But here, you’re going a step further by attaching specific dates to the steps you’ll need to complete—like pricing, procurement, and commercials—inside an action plan.

The exit criteria: the buying team sets their target onboarding date, based on a desired outcome, and agrees to a backdated set of tasks to get them there.

Stage #7. Pricing, procurement, and commercial terms finalized.

You should be sharing your pricing model much earlier in the sales cycle. But at this stage, you’re looking for buyers to share internal documents confirming your deal on paper.

When you see confirmation that any legal redlines are accepted and your commercial terms are locked in, pricing agreement carries far more weight. Any earlier, general agreement to your pricing is still “squishy” and could change.

There’s no better example of this than the time I thought I’d have a deal done by September 30… and it didn’t close until the last week of February. The following year. Because I was handed a 65-page master services agreement (MSA) and told to accept it.

This was a Fortune 20 company, and they’d basically built out their MSA over a few decades by adding in language every time a vendor had screwed them over.

That to say, the exit criteria here is dried ink accepting all terms of your deal.

At this point, most sales pipelines will call the deal “closed won.” However, remember that for your champion and their team, the customer journey is just beginning.

Designing the Buying Journey With Bias in Mind

The last example goes to show almost nothing is guaranteed in sales. Which is never clearer than when a late stage deal you’ve been developing for months blows up at the finish.

There is one constant you can always count on, however. It’s called cognitive bias, and it’s the reality that:

	All of our brains are wired in a similar way. 


	Part of this wiring is faulty, which leads to mental errors in our thinking. 


	These errors create cognitive biases, which happen to everyone, in every sale. 


	Bias will always be part of how we think, which means it’s dependable. 


Since you can know and predict when bias will lead your buyers astray, you can also design a buying experience to lead them back toward a confident, low-regret decision (or better said, given the enterprise’s allergy to failure, a low-blame decision). Here’s a shortlist of common biases, paired with a practice for selling with them “in mind.”

1. First, don’t make buying a “concierge” process.

Make it collaborative. Involve your champions in hunting down data, writing up a business case, and running team demos alongside you. The reason?

Effort justification is our tendency to assign more value to something we invest more effort into. It’s often called the “IKEA effect” because people value furniture they partially build themselves more highly than furniture that’s delivered to them. Regardless of its quality.

2. Next, focus on anecdotes before introducing data.

Let’s say you sell customer support software. You might start off a meeting by dropping an anecdote you picked up after calling on frontline support staff:

Last night, Gina missed her bus and walked home in a lightning storm because she was stuck in the office until 10 p.m., trying to catch up on her backlog of support tickets.

Then, you’d follow this by saying:

In fact, ticket response times have slowed by 48 hours on average, at the same time that ticket volumes have doubled.

The anecdote of Gina walking home, soaking wet, puts these facts into context. It makes them feel more urgent because the salience bias leads us to focus on emotionally striking statements. Even when another statement is objectively more significant.

3. Have champions repeat your problem statement over and over and over.

Before sending your champion a bunch of product content, create a clear problem statement. Then, encourage them to start every meeting by repeating that statement.

Attentional bias assigns more importance to recurring topics. Similarly, the frequency illusion means that once you notice something, it appears everywhere. If you notice one person who’s wearing a zip-up hoodie, suddenly, everyone else is wearing one too.

The same thing happens once your champion clearly states a problem. It becomes hard to ignore, and their team starts to feel like it’s a pervasive issue that needs to be fixed, fast.

4. Make sure your buyers set the pilot goals; not you.

It’s common for sellers to take the lead on setting pilot goals. They know what their product can do, and they want to set goals they can hit. But before you say, “We’ll boost NPS by 10 points,” ask your buyers to lead the goal-setting process and guide them with questions.

Expectation bias leads us to gather data that supports our own beliefs. So even if your pilot boosted NPS by 15 points, the buying committee is more likely to downplay your role in that increase and look for other explanations if they didn’t set the goal.

5. Deliver short-term rewards during long sales cycles.

Complex purchases generally require long and drawn-out sales, implementation, and onboarding timelines. That’s at odds with the current moment bias, which causes us to prioritize choices that bring us immediate rewards. Even if our “future selves” wouldn’t have made that same choice.

For example, 70% of people will eat chocolate instead of fruit in the moment, but the same percentage will choose fruit, not chocolate, while shopping for next week’s meals (Read).

The takeaway? Help buyers get their job done today. If all your value is tied to a product and gated until after the point of purchase, it’s easier for buyers to give up on the process.

6. Assign blame to projects and fame to people.

If you’re hoping a CIO ditches their internal build project to buy your software instead, don’t start by saying, “The project is five months late and $500K over budget.”

While it may be true, reframe the situation with a statement like, “This makes for the most thorough needs assessment I’ve ever seen. You’ve built a foundation for a successful, long-term partnership, and now, you know exactly what you need.”

Escalating commitments cause people to rationalize investing more into their poor decisions, despite evidence their decision was wrong. Similarly, the ostrich effect causes us to ignore bad situations—especially when we’re personally accountable for them—because admitting the problem exists is often more painful than living with the consequences.

7. Adjust your approach based on your buyer’s level of knowledge.

If your buyer hasn’t led a complex purchase before, the Dunning–Kruger effect may be working against them. It leads inexperienced people to overestimate their knowledge, so they may neglect key steps in the process or be overly optimistic when talking about timelines. Asking “how” questions will develop their thinking and prevent surprises.

Similarly, if you’re working with a champion who’s highly experienced, the curse of knowledge can make it difficult for them to communicate with less-knowledgeable people. Help them simplify their message by writing out their internal narrative together.

We’ll unpack each of the skills referenced in this chapter in Part 3. But first, there’s another related topic to dig into: The Buyer’s Emotional Journey. That’s the next chapter.


The Business Case Is The Sales Process

This chapter, in my opinion, is the most important one inside this book. It’s how to embed your new sales job description into everything you do. But I couldn’t have put it earlier in the book because it represents a serious shift in how sales teams go to market. The last chapter and part built up to this one.

To break down this shift, most people believe that:

	Building a business case is an activity (if done at all). 


	That activity is one part of the sales process. 
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But that’s wrong. And this way of thinking and operating leaves an incredible amount of revenue on the table. Instead, here’s the right way to think about it:

	Building a business case is the sales process. 


	Every other activity flows from the business case. 


Which looks more like this:
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The entire point of a sales process is this: influencing the buying process. That's what creates revenue.

Sure, there are other benefits to a sales process (forecasting, repeatability, etc.), but they're all secondary goals to generating revenue. And like we said in the last chapters, while there’s some overlap between the activities in a selling and buying process, a seller’s activity is just a fraction of the internal sales process the buyer leads. So writing to be “in the room,” even when you can’t physically be there, is how you’ll build influence.

That’s where this idea of “business-case-as-the-sales-process” comes in. Business cases aren't just an activity to check off. They are the sales process. A process that every other selling and buying activity is guided by, strengthened by, and rolls up into it.‍

A Sales Process in 1 Page

The business case — which we’ll break down line-by-line in a later chapter — compresses every single selling and buying activity into a single page of content. Which makes it the single artifact that captures and guides your entire sales process.

It's also the most practical, hands-on way to measure both skills gaps and deal risks. Because a sales leader can pick up a business case document and immediately see:

	(Discovery) Are we finding a compelling reason to change? How much data versus fluff is on the page? Did we get beyond workflow and process, to align with an executive priority and strategic initiative?
‍ 
	(Demos) Do we know which outcomes matter to the team? What their required capabilities are? Which features to spend more or less time on accordingly? Does the group have a pre-read with context before showing up to the demo?
‍ 
	(Internal Alignment) Does our own executive have enough context before joining a call? What should our customer success and implementation teams expect to deliver? When are we going live?
‍ 
	(Multithreading) How many people do we have input from? Does this represent one or multiple points of view? Who contributed what content? And do we have “evidence” of their engagement?
‍ 
	(Forecasting) Do the customer’s finance, security, legal, IT and procurement teams have the strategic context to push this through on time? While keeping deal value intact as we negotiate commercials?
‍ 
	(Champion Building) Did key contacts with influence help write this? Do they feel a sense of ownership? Did they change our draft to make sure it’ll land well with their team? 


You can take any job-to-be-done, and enable it with the business case:

	Doing a demo? Use it to design the agenda. 


	Meeting an executive? Share it as a pre-read. 


	Negotiating? Point to it to maintain deal value. 


	Multithreading? Have champions forward it. 


We could go on, but you get the idea. There’s a use case at every step.

Now, here's the other nuance we’ve covered in the book so far. Since champions are the real definition of “inside sales reps,” they need to be enabled. The content that goes into co-creating a business case with them becomes your buyer enablement program, baked right into your sales process.

And to be clear about this, stacking up a bunch of marketing-built decks, demo recordings and case studies onto a digital landing page (vs. email attachments) is not “buyer enablement.” It’s old-school sales enablement dressed up as buyer enablement. A very different approach from the process of actually creating an account-specific business case, with your buyers.

How Business Cases Drive Sales Velocity

It’s a rare sales team who’s saying they’re ahead of their pipeline goals. In other words, out of the four drivers behind sales velocity:

	Close Rate 


	Sales Cycle Time 


	Average Contract Value 


	Number of Opportunities 


Where:

Sales Velocity = (Close Rate x Average Contract Value x Number of Opportunities ) / Sales Cycle Time

Building a fat pipeline, to win by sheer volume of opportunities, is becoming increasingly difficult and expensive. Which leaves you three other drivers to increase revenue-per-rep, all of which the business case impacts. 

Yet, building the sales process around the business case remains the highest-impact but most-overlooked way to drive sales velocity.

Why do I say it’s overlooked? Because in a sample of 190 sales teams we’ve worked with over the past 12 months, prior to engaging with us, they only had a business case in place for 5% - 10% of deals in their pipeline. (You can do a quick gut check here, too. If you look at your pipeline, what percent of deals actually have an account-specific business case built with the customer?) This range includes revenue organizations with dedicated value engineers, by the way.

So the question is: if we know deals with a business case close at a higher rate and value than those without, why aren’t we building more business cases?

One answer is that it’s a skills gap. Sellers haven’t been taught how to build them with the buying team (which we’ll soon address in depth). But there’s another answer. 

An answer that fundamentally changes the way revenue leaders architect their sales-led go-to-market. Which brings us back to our original point. Here’s the before and after we’ve come to.

Before:

	Reps build business cases or bring in Value Engineers to “close” late-stage deals (versus progressing deals to that late stage in the first place). 


	That’s if they create one at all. 


After:

	Reps start drafting the business case after their very first call. 


	The business case develops at each stage of the pipeline. While exposing discovery gaps and deal risks along the way. 


This last bullet point is worth spending another minute on. Because practically speaking, it’s the start of how you can apply this idea to your process: Map each stage in your pipeline to business case development.

As a deal progresses, the business case should get stronger. Feel free to adjust the specifics, but it looks something like this:

	Stage 1 = 2/5 


	Stage 2 = 3/5 


	Stage 3 = 4/5 


	Stage 4 = 4.5/5 


	Stage 5 = 4.9/5 


Which also implies there's a way to score your business case against "what good looks like." Just like you'd use a scorecard for a call review, you can and should do the same with business cases. Here's a framework you can use by the way — bit.ly/business-case-scorecard — which is based on the "1-Page Business Case" we’ll cover in Part 3.

As you start to apply this, you’ll notice that, little by little, one document at a time, the buyer is becoming the center of your sales culture. Their problems and outcomes become the first focus.

And I hear you, peanut gallery. If you’re still raising a skeptical eyebrow at this idea, let me share a parting thought on how everyone in the revenue organization benefits from this shift, bulleted by role.

	Sellers (both new and existing business): a clear roadmap to find and fill deal gaps with champions.
  
	Leadership: grounds forecasts in the reality of where deals actually are. 
  
	Enablement: identifies skill gaps and coaching plans for deeper training.
  
	Value Engineers: builds a narrative early to bring meaning to ROI. 
  
	SalesOps: defines minimum standards by stage for clean CRM data.
  
	Customer Success: a specific recap of what’s promised to the customer. 


Since this shift is based on both (1) written content and (2) buying behaviors, everyone can tangibly see what’s actually been created at any given time. So much so, you almost shouldn’t need point-in-time QBR’s to assess deal health.

Just open up the written business case, it'll be glaringly obvious.


The Buyer’s Emotional Journey

You communicate through two types of information during every sales interaction:

	Facts 


	Feelings 


Most of us have our facts down cold. We can talk features and benefits all day. On the flip side, many of us are unaware of the feelings we communicate.

That’s because communication isn’t what you say. It’s what your buyers hear. And buyers hear a whole lot more than what you say out loud.

I started thinking about this somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean. I’m writing this as my wife and I fly home from traveling around Portugal. When I checked us in for our flight from the US to Portugal, I saw a first class upgrade. For $260 per ticket.

It was an insane deal. Too good to pass up. So, here we are. Flying in luxury.

We’re no strangers to travel. But neither of us had flown first class before. We’ve largely survived on Southwest Airlines “Wanna Get Away” fares. Even when I was on 60-plus flights in less than six months to visit large accounts, I flew Southwest. I banked those miles for a Companion Pass so that when I fly (free, with my miles), my wife flies free too. I haven’t paid for a domestic plane ticket in seven years.

Which also means I’m used to that frazzled, selfish scramble for carry-on space and trying to balance a drink and laptop on a 10-inch tray. I knew flying first class would feel different than that. The upgrade page told me so. Roomier seats. Hot food. I expected these things. What I didn’t expect is how I’m feeling as I type this.

Calm.

Grateful.

Rested.

Like I don’t want this flight to end.

All feelings I don’t typically associate with travel. That’s no accident, either. It’s the result of a thoughtful experience designed to communicate, You’re important; you deserve this.

Call me a geek, but I’m fascinated by how our experiences as consumers (think airlines, Netflix, Amazon, etc.) set our expectations in B2B settings. So, this flight got me thinking:

	What should you ensure your buyers feel? 


	How do you design a sales experience that communicates through those feelings? 


Enter, the buyer’s emotional journey.

Here’s what it looks like, with a breakdown of a few key points in the journey.

Let’s take it from the top. Beginning with emotion in mind.

This travel experience has given me one overarching feeling: We deserve this. Do I need to eat filet mignon for dinner? No, but I deserve it more than stale, uninspired economy calories! Do I need to eat with literal silverware? No, but I deserve the weight and shine of silver!

So, what’s the main, overarching feeling you should build into your sales process?

Confidence. Buying confidence is the emotion that’s most closely correlated with closed-won deals. When buyers feel confident, close rates jump 2.6 times (Blum & Omale).
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Of course, the most helpful emotion will vary in any given moment. So while you’ve heard the advice “begin with the end in mind,” it’s even better to start by asking, How do I want my buyer to feel after this meeting/call/email?

That’s because feelings are sticky. People remember how you make them feel far longer than the facts you share. So, don’t leave emotions to chance. Plan them. Just like you’d research your facts. It’s how you’ll keep your champions engaged and motivated.

Next, surprise and delight in the first minute of your interactions.

Once we boarded, a smiling flight attendant welcomed me by name and brought me a drink, mixed nuts, and a warm towel to relax with. From that moment, I knew we were in for a good time. This was most decidedly not a Wanna Get Away fare.

In sales, you already know you’re not selling to businesses. You’re selling to humans, who get bored, overwhelmed, lonely, and apathetic—just like you. That’s why you need to make sure buyers feel surprise and delight from the first minute.

For example, I’ve…

	Hosted a debate on whether or not a burrito is a sandwich. 


	Streamed Justin Bieber’s latest album as people logged into Zoom. 


	Set a looping video of me walking into the room as my background. 


All based on what I knew about my buyers, to break up the monotony of their workdays.

When you do this, you’re creating an expectation that your meetings are something to look forward to. That’s particularly important in the enterprise, where you’ll host lots of meetings. You need buyers to proactively look for reasons to follow up and bring others with them. Not reasons to duck your meetings.

There’s some nuance and judgment here too. If you eat up 10 minutes of a 30-minute call with an executive, there’s no delight in that. Think about a one- or two-minute experience.

Now, it’s time to guard against the inevitable dip.

Ten hours is a long flight. There’s a point when cabin fever sets in, even in first class. The attendants knew when we’d hit our low point, and they were ready with refreshing facial mist and dark chocolate. Which just seems to taste better up above the clouds.

There’s an inevitable dip in your buyer’s emotional journey, too.

You can spot it by looking at your funnel data. Assuming your deal stages are well-defined, look for your lowest stage-to-stage conversation rate. Maybe it’s when the security review starts. Or as soon as the demo when your buyers learn about your pricing model.

For one of my past sales teams, our dip was so deep that only 13% of deals closed when the prospect didn’t schedule a second meeting after our demo. But when we did get that second meeting, 47% closed. After we spotted this, we started asking our prospects:

Based on what you’ve seen, on a rough scale of one to ten, and ten being a perfect fit, how do you feel about working together?

This way, we could step in before the dip.

Oh, a six? Why not five? … and what do you think getting to an eight might look like?

We didn’t leave them to troubleshoot internal doubts alone.

Next comes time to make your champions look good.

There was a point toward the end of our flight when my wife was staring at me. “You’re so good to us,” she said. And that’s why I’ll always sneak a peek at that upgrade option. Because when we fly first class, I’m not just Nate. I’m Nate, a loving husband who makes his wife smile.

Your buyers have a personal vision for who they want to become, too. Maybe they want to be seen as intelligent. Someone with prescient insight about the future of their industry. Maybe they want a juicy bonus to pay down old debts, but they’ve got a major problem sitting in the way of their bonus target.

The next time you’re facing a key moment in the buyer’s journey, think: Who does my buyer want to become? What can I do to help them get there?

While this is helpful for any buying contact, it’s critical for your champions. They’re key to your mutual success and likely risking a fair amount of social capital inside their company. You’ll also have learned more intimate details about their personal needs throughout the journey. So, focus on them. And remember, when your champion looks good, you do too.

Finally, recognize that you’re just the start of the journey.

As we made our final approach into Lisbon, it was 7:30 a.m. local time. The cabin temperature started to warm up, coaxing us out of our blankets. Soothing music played. Fresh orange juice was squeezed. This closed our flight in a way that started off the rest of our trip on a high note.

In sales, you’re focused on the close. Hitting your number requires tremendous focus and perseverance. Which makes it easy to feel like you’re at the finish line once you sign the contract. But in reality, you’ve just brought the customer to their starting line. The best sellers know this and end their sales process by asking questions like:

	Does customer success know this customer as well as I do? 


	Have I thoroughly documented any concerns or unique needs my buyer has? 


	Will the handoff I’m about to make keep up the momentum I’ve built? 


Of course, ending the buyer’s journey to begin the customer journey is a team sport. It requires input from both sales and success leadership.

Last, consider this. Feelings not facts determine how we act.

After the stock market dips, billionaires donate less to nonprofits (Rooney). Why? Because they feel “poorer.” They still have more money than they can spend, but they’re not as rich as they were before. That feeling determines their actions.

So, facts communicate information, but feelings create influence. And since influence is in your job description, you’d be wise to design your buyer’s journey in light of their feelings.


Account Maps That Actually Win Deals

All enterprise deal reviews should include an account map. But the typical account map doesn’t help the deal review.

Here’s why. The first time I brought an account map to our CEO to ask for his help developing a particularly large deal, he called it “perfunctory.” After quickly googling the definition of perfunctory… I realized he was right.

I had laid out each contact in a colorful chart with their title, buying role, and reporting relationship. I even included headshots and contact information. But here’s the point I missed.

Enterprise account mapping is about designing the flow of internal communications.

Who needs to say what, to who, when, to keep a deal moving. It’s about:

	Influence, not information 


	Design, not documentation 


	Communication, not the corporate hierarchy 


Most sellers (my former self included) think of account maps like the chain of command. Which is… fine. It’s not wrong. It just means your account map won’t do much to help you win. A more effective approach to account mapping looks like an ocean map.

If you take a minute to Google “ocean maps,” you’ll see they show the flow of sea currents. For that reason, these maps are dynamic. More GIF than JPEG. And they’re tracking a force that’s strong enough to shape our global weather patterns.

Enterprise account mapping is a lot like this. If you want to shape the direction of a global corporation, you need to work with a force that’s strong enough to do that: the flow of internal communications.

There’s a fascinating communications theory that supports this idea. It’s called Organization Information Theory (OIT). The fundamentals of OIT are:

	Enterprises aren’t “nouns” made up of assets, products, and people. They’re “verbs.” An ongoing series of interactions to collect, communicate, and act on information. 


	Different people operate in different “information environments” (which are always changing). That’s why two people can hear the same thing but perceive it differently. 


	Taking these ideas together, the enterprise is defined by “sensemaking.” A process of helping others understand what’s actually happening to decide on the right action. 


	This repeats in a continual loop. Action is taken, information is created, communication flows, it’s interpreted, and a new action is decided on. Repeat. 


In short, OIT suggests the enterprise is internal communication. Let me repeat that. Communication is the enterprise. Its very nature. Which means the power structures painted on a typical account map don’t capture all that affects the decision-making process.

This is why account (“ocean”) mapping is more kinetic. It’s meant to capture how internal communications (“currents”) flow to influence an enterprise’s action (“the weather”).

Still with me here?

Great. Let’s move from metaphors to practical account mapping steps.

Designing the Flow of Internal Buying Communications

This is the step-by-step process we’ll break down in the rest of this chapter:

	Inventory the typical communications involved in past deals. 


	Identify and profile each buying contact inside the target account. 


	Discover which communications you’ll need to build influence. 


	Design the ideal flow for all internal communications. 


	Update your map throughout the deal cycle. 


Here’s an example of the end account map you’ll be creating:
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Step #1. Inventory the typical communications involved in past deals.

If the enterprise is defined by its internal communications, then your pipeline is too. Whenever a deal advances a stage, something was communicated inside the buying team. Your first task is to inventory these communications. This way, you can become more intentional about designing them.

Look in your CRM and pull up the account history for the last five deals you closed. Read through them, noting each type of communication. You might see calls, invites, and emails relating to:
 

	Discovery conversations 
	Problem summaries 
	Software demos 
	NDA signatures 
	Forwardable emails 
	Follow-ups for team input 
	Business cases 
	Requests for data 
	Proof of value exercises 
	Solution requirements 
	Security reviews 
	Contract and legal reviews 


Add this list to your account map on the left side. Personally, my teams have used Miro to build these, but other tools like Mural or PowerPoint work great too.

Step #2. Identify and profile each buying contact inside the target account.

As you research your target account or learn about new contacts during your sales conversations, identify which role they’ll play in your deal. To recap the most common roles we covered earlier, these are:

	Champions. The glue between all contacts in a deal. Incentive, influence, information. 


	Direct users. The people who interact with your software or service day to day. 


	Key stakeholders. Contacts like IT, legal, and procurement who need to approve. 


	Decision-makers. There can be multiple, but often the “economic buyer.” 


Inside your account map, create a simple key for each buying role. It could be with a certain color or shape. Then, create a short profile for each contact with three bullets:

	Buying role. Again, I like color-coding by role. 


	Current priority. What project absorbs most of their time and attention? 


	Key metrics. How are they evaluated? What company-level metrics do they impact? 


The second two points in this profile are key. Generally, people’s actions are a product of:

	Information. People operating with different sets of information will act differently. Each person’s current priority list drives their “information environment.” 


	Incentives. How someone is evaluated, compensated, and promoted guides what they prioritize and act on. Key metrics can help you understand this. As Upton Sinclair said, “It is difficult to get a man to understand something, when his salary depends on his not understanding it.” 


Personalities and personal values are also factors, and they’re nice extras if you’d like to add them.

Now, let’s start building on this process with an example. Here’s what a typical account map (below) will look like.
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Let’s say you created this while selling “AI-driven search” technology, and prospecting into a large online retailer of outdoor gear. We’ll call them FrontCountry.com. Outdoor enthusiasts care a lot about the customer experience, so we’ll say you’re focused on the chief experience officer’s team

Step #3. Discover which communications you’ll need to build influence.

Different factors, like water temperature and the contours of the sea floor, combine to influence ocean currents. In the same way, you’ll want to discover which factors uniquely influence your target account. Example account factors could include:

	Past data or privacy breaches leading to more intense security reviews 


	Different business units or geographies with separate, siloed databases 


	Recent executive turnover causing a shift in company-wide priorities 


Each of these factors create the need for a unique combination of the communications you listed out in step 1. We’ll go deeper on this in Part 3, but for now, here are a few ways to discover which factors you’ll want to build your account map around.

	Lay out the typical buying process, then ask your champion which steps apply to them. Do they really need a proof of concept? Have they skipped it in the past? 


	Request and review any material the buying team’s willing to share. Materials like requirements documents, presentation templates, vendor assessments, and rollout plans are all helpful—especially anything that was used for similar projects. 


	Reach out to partners and noncompetitive sales teams in your network who have sold into the account in the past. How did their sales process unfold? Consulting firms who have worked with the account are a goldmine of information, too. 


Step #4. Design the ideal flow for all internal communications.

At this point, you’ve collected all the pieces you need for an effective account map, so it’s time to design the flow of communications you want to set in motion. Planning out who says what to who, and when, is how you’ll start to see a major difference in this approach.

	Link each contact from step 2 using the list of communications you decided on in step 3. Again, the link between contacts is not a reporting relationship. You’re linking the sender and receiver with a specific type of communication. 


	Contacts will start to appear on your map multiple times as new communications move your deal forward over time—or they’re involved in multiple communications at the same time. 


	Start by mapping the ideal flow of communications, based on what you know today. 


This is your design step. It creates the best-case scenario, which you’ll update over time using the next step.

Step #5. Update your map throughout the deal cycle.

Remember, an account map is dynamic. Not static. So, you’ll want to revise and update your map as you receive new inputs, your deal evolves, and it grows hotter or colder.

You’ll find there are two basic mapping methods:

	Mapping from the sky. Ocean maps use satellite data. This is like an “above-the-line” senior employee’s perspective. One conversation can bring you a lot of context on company-wide initiatives, industry pressures, and team incentives that others can’t. 


	Mapping from the surface. Another source of ocean data is floating sea buoys that send radio data back to receiving stations. This is your outreach to daily users who work “on the ground.” It’ll bring you a greater level of detail and appreciation for their day-to-day realities. 


Incorporating both types of data will give you the clearest view of reality and the most thoughtful design. You’re able to operate with both a global view, spanning continents, plus the feeling of what it’s like to be caught up in a current, tossed back and forth by the waves.

Design Principles Behind Effective, Internal Communications

Notice the key question driving this approach: What does the ideal communication flow look like? Naturally, this will vary by account, but here’s a set of principles to keep in mind.

1. Beware the “Shadow Organizational Chart.”

Carta CEO Henry Ward conducted a fascinating study a few years ago. While a smaller organization at the time, the findings are salient and serve as a counterweight to the reality we talked about earlier—how corporate power is signaled using titles.

They surveyed all employees and asked them three questions:

	Who energizes you at work? 


	Who do you go to for help and advice? 


	Who do you go to when a decision needs to be made? 


The reason they undertook the study was Henry’s belief:

I have long felt there is a shadow org chart, much like a shadow economy, where employees trade ideas, give direction, offer help, and spread culture. This shadow org chart is built bottom up by employees and is very different from the top down hierarchical org chart set by me.

What they found is remarkable.

When they filtered the results by individual contributors, they found nine employees influenced 70% of the staff. When they looked at the sway held by the nine most influential managers and executives, removing individual contributors, their reach only increased to 85%. Not as much as expected, which “strengthened the thesis that the undercurrents of interpersonal influence are as significant as the institutional management hierarchy (Ward).”

Also worth noting is Henry’s point, “Both fascinating and humbling, I am the CEO and didn’t make the top 10.”

2. Start your discovery conversations as far upstream as possible.

It takes more time for your message to flow up the corporate ladder than back down it. So, getting a message from a manager up to an executive can take months but only days while working in the opposite direction.

The further upstream you start your discovery, the more you’ll swim with the current.

To continue our FrontCountry.com example, the sales rep does a good job targeting an executive early and uncovering the problem. Let’s say the issue is customers who can’t find answers to frequent questions like sizing, returns, or gear specifications—despite the thousands of help articles their team invested in and a recent project to update the details written on every product page.

That’s creating a backlog of support tickets, frustrated customers, and extra staffing costs. So Ryan, the CXO, sponsors more discovery conversations with the support team.
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3. Make sure time-sensitive requests come from inside the same team.

Let’s say you need data produced for a quick proof-of-value exercise before the end of the quarter. Make sure the contact producing the data gets a request from their boss—not another business unit they don’t report to. It’ll help you jump to the top of their priority list.

Let’s say the support team wants to build a proof of concept.

Typically, Gina, the support manager, would be tasked with helping the sales team get access to the data they need from the business intelligence team.

But in this case, let’s say we plan for Tina, the VP of support, to send a data request to the business intelligence VP. Although Tina’s a VP, we’ll still want to make sure Tina loops in Dwayne’s boss to support the request. Especially if pulling the data is an all-day effort that Dwayne might ignore for a while.
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4. Use forwardable emails when possible to ensure the sender is internal, not external.

Internal emails are always prioritized over external emails. Writing an email with the ultimate receiver in mind—not just the person in the “To:” field—so that it’s easy for your first contact to hit forward is the way to go.

For example, instead of the sales rep sending the proof-of-concept results back to Tina with Gina cc’d, we’ll have Gina forward it to Tina, cc’ing the sales rep. Chances are, Tina will prioritize the message faster, and Gina gets to become the one sharing good news.

5. Spread information broadly and calls to action individually.

If you need people to see and read a meeting recap, include the group. If you need someone from that group to take action, make sure there’s another individual note that follows. Include a specific request and timeline, using the longer message as context.

6. As your contact list grows, beware of shadow players.

If you notice a contact who stays silent, fades into the shadows, or ducks meetings, shine a light on them. Are they a power user of another software? Are they opposed to making a change? Label this during a conversation with your champion to see what they think. For example, “It seems like Tina isn’t interested…” or “It looks like Gina sees it differently…”

7. Build a bridge between business units from up high, not down low.

Let’s say your use case spans both customer success and sales. You’ll be talking to teams with totally different projects, priorities, and metrics. To keep your deal moving, you’ll need communication flowing from someone who oversees both business units—the CRO, for example.

8. Plant seeds with key stakeholders early.

Most sellers communicate with teams like procurement and legal at the end of the sales cycle. When possible, take small steps like setting up a vendor profile, sharing key terms in your services agreement, or reviewing the customer’s data processing agreement early to avoid delays. This way, as you move into contracting, you’re updating these stakeholders on what’s developed—not getting them up to speed for the first time.

9. Pay attention to different communication mediums.

Not every communication that moves your deal forward is an email or a call. What standing meeting agendas, or Slack and Teams channels, will the buying team use to share feedback? Work with your champion to understand how information flows through those mediums.

10. Address the “WIFM” (what’s in it for me?) in your written materials.

Ensure your message obviously aligns with the executive priority—the fire burning brightest—and their related metrics whenever you’re writing out one of these communications (more detail to come on this shortly).

In summary, thoughtful account mapping is all about:

	Influence, not information 


	Design, not documentation 


	Communication, not the corporate hierarchy 


Alright. End scene.

We built a foundation for selling with buyers in Part 2.

Now, let’s go deeper into the individual skills you’ll need to develop in Part 3.


Part 3: Think & Sell Differently


The Discovery Roadmap

There’s one sales practice everyone uses but few master. It has the ability to:

	Build influence by helping buyers think critically. 


	Drop a prospect’s sales resistance to an all-time low. 


	Create a process that’s completely focused on buyers. 


The practice? Asking good questions.

That’s probably not too surprising. From day one, sales reps are taught that genuine curiosity and good questions are the key to selling. Which is true. It’s just not the full story.

We need to go deeper in our thinking about discovery. Asking better questions starts by realizing that curious sales reps aren’t enough—we need to create curious buyers.

Good sales questions are measured by the level of curiosity they spark in your buyer. They move you from simply exchanging information to examining something your buyers hadn’t considered. You know you’ve asked a good question when you hear a response that sounds like…

You know, I’d like to look into this some more.

Huh, I never thought about that before.

Now there’s an interesting question.

These responses let you start selling with your buyer by creating people who are curious enough to discover the answers alongside you. They make discovery about action, not information.

Questions are also a powerful tool inside complex deals because when curious buyers go looking for answers, they seek input from multiple people. Said differently, meaningful questions lead to multithreaded responses. They create deal momentum by expanding your reach into every corner of the buying committee.

One more point to clarify upfront: Qualification and discovery are different things. Yet, sellers often interchange these terms, saying they “qualify” or “do discovery” as step one in their sales process.

Qualification is account research. It happens at the start of the cycle to search for a potential fit with a product based on straightforward questions and known answers.
 

Discovery is continuous throughout the sales cycle. It searches for meaningful problems and uses open-ended questions that require reflection and collaboration.

This difference means discovery is a gift. It helps buyers probe an issue long enough to figure out what’s really going on. It creates the space to speak their true problems out loud, often for the first time. And along the way, buyers gain enough conviction in their own opinions to push for change.

A Roadmap for Effective Questions During the Buyer’s Journey

Your buyer is on a journey. They’re trying to move from where they are today (a problem) to where they want to be tomorrow (a payoff). Good questions clear a path to help them travel the path between these states.

This sets up a simple grid, with three types of questions on your roadmap:
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I developed this alongside my teams because it’s easy to remember, and it’s built around the buyer. “Acronym” frameworks, like MEDDPICC, SPIN, BANT, and so on, all raise helpful points. But they’re too often used as checklists, which results in qualifying not discovering. So, I prefer to link their points to the categories in the roadmap. For example, the “M” in MEDDPICC would be part of “payoff.” What metrics matter? How will you impact them?

In the context of an enterprise deal, your roadmap should account for the reality that:

	Lots of different contacts need to come along for the ride. 


	Each contact’s job sets up a different starting point and view of the problem. 


	Different contacts will hold conflicting opinions on the right direction to head. 


	Varying incentives and personal metrics make for different end destinations. 


Your job as a seller is to help your champions clarify their path forward, and get every contact on the buying committee moving toward the same goal, at the same time.

Now, the other function of the roadmap is to increasingly move you and your buyer to the same side of the table. To help you see things from their perspective, while introducing your own. Otherwise, far too many winnable deals fall apart for a simple lack of understanding.

What seems like a slowdown is often just a lack of direction.

Rep: Why are they taking so long to follow up after our call?

Buyer: Was I supposed to send them something or… what now?

What seems like a busy season is often just a lack of clarity.

Rep: Why didn’t they prioritize this? We could have really helped.

Buyer: I have no idea what they were trying to tell me.

And what seems like a shift in priorities is often just shallow discovery.

Rep: That change in company goals came out of nowhere.

Buyer: I’m not sure they ever understood what I’m focused on.

The Top Discovery Questions You’re Not Asking

We won’t dig into an exhaustive list of questions to build out your roadmap here (and I don’t think you need one). Instead, we’ll focus on a smaller number of high-value questions you might not be asking but will want to work into your conversations.

First, a few problem-focused questions.

1. On the topic of seeking to understand, try asking:

What’s something about this issue others you’ve shared it with don’t always seem to understand?

Buyers love answering this one. It creates the space for someone who’s misunderstood to share why they feel misunderstood. That’s cathartic. It creates the feeling of, Finally, someone who gets me.

After talking through their answers, your words will carry more weight, because you understand in a way that others don’t.

2. On the topic of priorities and ranking problems, ask:

I’m guessing [relevant project or problem] isn’t your full-time focus. Which projects would you prioritize over this one in your team’s next meeting agenda?

Most sellers ask questions that tie back to their product. This is an issue because it creates the illusion of buying interest. It’s like shining a flashlight in a dark room, while keeping the light beam focused on a small corner. You can’t see what else is there.

Better to move the light around the room. It’s how you’ll spot the ghosts.

The phrasing of this question—which assumes there are higher priorities in the company—helps you learn more about your buyer’s job and allows them to honestly confirm if another priority is taking up most of their time and attention.

3. To create greater buying confidence and conviction, ask:

It seems like you’re getting by with [current process] okay. So why not hold off and come back to this project later?

This question assumes that a buyer’s current status quo is “good enough” for them, so they won’t be willing to make a change without some type of compelling event or imminent consequence. Capture their response to this question and raise it down the line if deal momentum slows.

Now, a few process-focused questions.

1. To start developing a business case, ask:

Does your team have a standard structure or template for sharing new projects with everyone?

This is one of my favorites. Strategic account executive Matt Rogers swears by it. He put it this way in a joint interview we did together on Buyer Enablement:

Rather than me doing all this work … and having all these sexy decks and slides and things that I think are really cool that they don’t really [care] about, we worked off of their stuff. We were able to breeze through all of their approval processes because we were already speaking their language, and we had it in a structure they needed (Nordli).

The brilliance here? Matt’s point is:

You want someone who wasn’t part of your conversation to digest your message quickly and be able to articulate it to others. Putting your narrative into a format that’s already familiar makes that easy.

2. To find the requirements your buyers are already sold on, ask:

What do you believe must be true of a solution for it to work in your case?

Emphasize the words “must be” when using this question. It’s a helpful one because it surfaces the approach your buyers are already bought into, helps you influence key requirements, and allows you to challenge their thinking.

On the flip side, when you don’t ask this, your buyers are silently waiting to confirm if you check the boxes they’re convinced are must-haves.

3. On creating—not allocating—budget:

I don’t imagine you have extra budget for software just sitting around. It typically has to be created. So if we assume for a minute that you feel it’s worth the effort, how would you go about creating a budget for this?

Buyers will create a budget where none exists when there’s a costly enough problem worth solving. This question uses a hypothetical scenario to assume there’s consensus on the problem, so you can dig deeper into their buying process.

Will other budgets need to be shifted around? Will the owners of those budgets go for it? Who would make that call, and who would try to block it?

Finally, a few payoff-focused questions to add to your roadmap.

1. To identify internal “trigger phrases,” ask:

During your last all-hands or executive update, did you hear any certain phrases being repeated? What’s the link between that priority and our project?

Trigger phrases are usually three to five words long. Executives repeat them over and over and over again. It’s their internal shorthand for a project they’ve already prioritized.

For example, Jim Franklin, former CEO of SendGrid, shared his past trigger phrase with me. Make the Mail Move.

Whether you were working on user acquisition, deliverability, or a new product feature, it all tied back to email volume. More accounts, successfully sending and delivering more emails. If you had a budget request that didn’t relate to Making the Mail Move, it wasn’t interesting to him.

Uncovering these phrases helps you clarify a buyer’s desired outcome and allows you to position your offering as the bridge to get there.

2. To discover “the thing behind the thing,” ask:

Being able to [main product benefit here] is obviously helpful. But beyond the obvious, what does a successful project like this enable you to do that you can’t today?

Move past surface-level product benefits to the second- and third-order consequences of your solution. This is how your message will create interest at an executive level and across the whole company. For example:

	More leads → decreased cost to acquire a customer → higher company value 


	Faster support responses → increased NPS scores → more revenue retained 


	Better sales materials → higher close rates → larger commissions 


3. To reveal the personal motivator tying a potential champion to your deal, ask:

Everyone tracks their work a bit differently. For example, I use OKRs. Are you personally working toward any certain metrics this year?

Earlier, we covered how identifying the way someone is evaluated, compensated, and promoted can help you predict how they’re likely to behave in the buying process. This phrasing lets you approach the topic in a more personal way—because it can easily slip into feeling too salesy, as if you’re asking, “How do I sell to you?”

Bonus points: once you’ve identified one buyer’s personal metrics, learn how that metric ties into their company’s overall goals.

Lastly, here’s a punch list with a few more questions you might add to your own roadmap. It was built after I asked a group of enterprise reps, “What’s your favorite discovery question?”

More problem-focused questions:

	Has something changed inside your business that’s making this the priority now? 


	When did you first notice X became a problem? What was happening then? 


	Forgive me, but to make sure I’m understanding, why is this a problem? 


	Are any other factors preventing you from solving this? 


More process-focused questions:
 

	Has your team set up a specific initiative to start solving this? 


	Who from your team would share the most meaningful feedback with us? 
	How does your team like to review new projects? Any preferred approach? 


	When was the last time your team evaluated a solution like this? 


	How’d it go? Any steps in the process that were a surprise? 


More payoff-focused questions:

	How would solving this show up in the rest of your business? 


	How could this impact your own role or goals? 


	If this drove X% more (metric), would that be helpful? Not meaningful enough? 


	Could you help me understand how any short-term goals for this might differ from your long-term goals? 


Principles for Asking Better Questions

As you adapt these and develop other questions for your roadmap, here’s a set of principles to make sure they move your buyers forward.

First, ask targeted questions that release emotion.

For example, if your prospect is feeling rushed and overwhelmed, like they’re always falling behind, you might release the negative emotion and replace it with a sense of calm by saying, “Oh wow, you’re much further ahead on this than what I’m used to seeing. What have you tried that seems to be working?”

Find the negative emotion, then release and replace it by asking yourself:

	What’s happening in my prospect’s life right now? 
(e.g., layoffs inside their team)
  
	What negative emotion is that causing? 
(e.g., anxiety, job insecurity) 


	What’s the opposite, positive emotion? 
(e.g., hope, indispensability) 


Next, encourage stories not statements.

Questions that start with the phrase, “Tell me about when…” encourage buyers to spend a bit more time on storytelling. Which elicits emotion, creates context, and leads to deeper understanding than questions that prompt short statements or yes/no answers.

Then, ask a higher volume of follow-up questions.

As the number of your follow-up questions increases, so does your conversation quality. It’s a signal that you’re listening and looking to understand. Your follow-up will sound something like, “So how does this relate to…?” or “What does this mean for…?”

A classic framework for this is the 5 Whys Method. As you ask “Why?” one more time, five times total, you’re moving closer toward a problem’s true root cause.

For example, let’s say you sell to marketing teams. This might look like:

	Level 1: Marketing-sourced pipeline was down 30% last year. So, the sales team is really complaining about it. 


	Level 2: Our top-funnel conversion was pretty good, but MQLs were still down 40%. 


	Level 3: Paid channels are getting expensive, so we rely more on organic traffic, but the volume just isn’t there. 


	Level 4: We have a pretty light content calendar. We’re not producing as much content as we should. 


	Level 5: Our audience is pretty technical, so outsourcing our content doesn’t work, and we have to bug our internal team to contribute content when they have time. 


As you dig deeper, you’ll likely step into some sensitive topics.

This is when it helps to share why you’re asking. When someone understands the motives behind your questions, they’re more likely to trust that your intentions are pure, and they’ll be honest with you.

The truth is ultimately what you’re after, so start your questions by framing them with phrases like:

	The reason I’m asking is… 


	Typically, I find that… so I’m wondering… 


	Since you mentioned this earlier… it seems like… 


As you go, make sure to build a logical bridge between each of your questions.

If there’s no logical link between your questions, your buyers will miss out on the power of the Socratic process—a process of helping buyers form their own conclusions. Which always leads to a greater level of resolve during the rest of the buying process.

You can link prior answers to future questions with phrases like:

	When you shared… was that related to this? 


	Aha, so does this connect back to when you said…? 


	This sounds like when you… 


You may even find a connection between different thoughts your buyers had missed.

Next, try adjusting the angle of your questions.

Jessie Lewis, an AE I’d been chatting with, recently messaged me saying, “I’ve been trying to ask open-ended questions that are more like 100 degrees open, not 30 degrees!”

Which is the perfect metaphor.

Asking closed 30-degree questions narrows your buyer’s options when responding. This introduces bias, and it feels manipulative. On the flip side, broad questions don’t move your conversation forward in a productive direction. They open too many tangents. So, 100-degree questions strike the right balance.

By the way, don’t be afraid to ask the obvious.

There are always questions we should ask, but we don’t because we assume we know the answer. Aside from the fact it’s dangerous to assume what you haven’t heard, the value of questions isn’t limited to the information sellers gain. There’s value in helping buyers name their problem, label its cost, and explore old issues in new ways.

So, just ask the question. The answer may surprise you.

Finally, pepper your questions. Don’t pour them.

No buyer wants to feel interrogated. They want to have a conversation. Pepper your meetings with questions as they flow naturally, in between sharing your point of view and customer stories to break up the flow. Never pour them out in a constant flood.

As you go, keep the roadmap from earlier in mind. Connect the questions you’re crafting on the fly back to your three goals:

	Understand where your buyer is today (a problem). 


	Clarify the outcome that matters most to them (a payoff). 


	Build a bridge between these two (the buying process). 



Writing & Framing Compelling Problem Statements

Your pipeline’s “closed lost” column is filled with prospects who expressed the exact same pains as your customers. Both of these groups started from the same place—a list of pains that align with your product. But they ended their buying journey in two different places.

So, what gives? How does a seemingly right-fit deal, with a prospect whose problems are a match for your product, end up falling through?

Nobody cared (enough).

Earlier, we said that sometimes a competitor steals your deal. But more often than not, your deal just slipped down the buyer’s priority list. Your champion couldn’t get their team interested, and the decider didn’t bother to take a look.

When that happens, it’s because your champion didn’t tell a compelling enough story to cut through all the clutter. Which is why effective champions are problem evangelists.

Now, some personality types are natural storytellers. They’re charismatic. They hit all the high notes and make their team lean in close. But other champions need you to enable them. They need your help to frame a high-cost problem in a compelling and written problem statement that grabs and holds attention.

How to Frame a Problem

How you frame the problem defines what type of solution will be seen as a fit. If you get the framing wrong upfront, you’ll run into issues downstream.

For example, if a buyer believes the crux of their problem is mismanaged ad spend, causing low returns on paid ads, then they won’t be interested in talking about a content solution that drives organic leads from SEO.

	(Framing) low ROI on ad spend → (solution) better campaign analytics 


	(Framing) low organic lead flow → (solution) more content, better SEO 


Another example of this comes from HBR’s Are You Solving the Right Problems?

Imagine this: You are the owner of an office building, and your tenants are complaining about the elevator. It’s old and slow, and they have to wait a lot. Several tenants are threatening to break their leases if you don’t fix the problem.

When asked, most people quickly identify some solutions: replace the lift, install a stronger motor, or perhaps upgrade the algorithm that runs the lift. These suggestions fall into what I call a solution space: a cluster of solutions that share assumptions about what the problem is—in this case, that the elevator is slow…

However, when the problem is presented to building managers, they suggest a much more elegant solution: Put up mirrors next to the elevator. This simple measure has proved wonderfully effective in reducing complaints, because people tend to lose track of time when given something utterly fascinating to look at—namely, themselves.

The mirror solution is particularly interesting because in fact it is not a solution to the stated problem: It doesn’t make the elevator faster. Instead it proposes a different understanding of the problem.

Note that the initial framing of the problem is not necessarily wrong. Installing a new lift would probably work. The point of reframing is not to find the “real” problem but, rather, to see if there is a better one to solve. In fact, the very idea that a single root problem exists may be misleading; problems are typically multicausal and can be addressed in many ways. The elevator issue, for example, could be reframed as a peak demand problem—too many people need the lift at the same time—leading to a solution that focuses on spreading out the demand, such as by staggering people’s lunch breaks (Wedell).

It’s a good example because sellers typically spend a fraction of the time they should be spending on the problem. Problems are subjective, so as the buying committee expands, so does the number of problems. Ten buyers can easily come up with five, six, or more definitions of the problem. And if you haven’t reached consensus on the problem to be solved, then why discuss a solution?

This is where the “written” element of the discussion comes into play. To help a buying committee agree on the problem’s framing, here’s what I’ve found helpful:
 

	Hold a series of conversations with different roles affected by the problem (i.e., sales, marketing, and RevOps). 
  
	Write out a statement like this based on each meeting you hold. Then ask each role to confirm if it captures their view of the problem:

Despite trying [failed solution], we still can’t [desired outcome], because of [this problem], caused by [root cause].
  

	Schedule a larger group conversation with one goal—agreeing on the problem. During that conversation, present each role’s problem statement in writing. Ask for points of agreement and disagreement. 


A spin on this approach I’ve used with good success is a structured survey.

For example, I facilitated a group conversation with the SVP sales, global head of new product development, and the chief marketing officer of a “real-time communications” platform. The topic of conversation was how to acquire and integrate startup technologies into their platform, as part of their “inorganic” growth strategy.

To set up for the conversation, I worked with my champions to survey each of their teams on the problem. We asked everyone the exact same questions, yet each team had very different answers.

One team believed they hadn’t defined the right customer profile they were supposed to focus on. The next team thought they weren’t keeping up with product improvements for their current platform, and shouldn’t expand into new product categories. When their various answers were laid out below a single question, the contrast was stark and made for a good conversation starter.

Generally, you’ll spend more time on this step with outbound deals. With inbound deals, it’s more likely (but not guaranteed) that your buyers have already been debating the nature of their problems for some time.

The Formula for Compelling Problem Statements

Once you’ve settled on the problem’s framing, it’s time to measure it. First, I’ll give you the formula. Then, we’ll break down each of its parts.

	Costs:

Every [frequency], at least [reach] are [pain], costing us [loss].
  

	Consequences:

That means [implication #1]. If it’s not addressed by [timeline], then [implication #2]. 



First, let’s focus on the problem’s cost.

We feel more upset if we lose $10 than we feel happy finding $10. That’s the basic idea of “loss aversion.” We feel a greater pressure to avoid losses than we do to acquire the equivalent gain. It’s also why your problem statement is highlighting an active or imminent loss, before calling out new opportunities.

	Become the market leader → You’re losing marketing position. 


	Discover new insights in your data → See what insights you missed acting on. 


	See which customers promote you → See the customers criticizing your brand. 


To make the loss compelling, be specific. A simple way to estimate the loss is:

Loss = Reach (x) frequency (x) severity

	Reach. How many people are impacted? 


	Frequency. How often are they impacted? 


	Severity. How bad is the issue compared to the ideal? 


Don’t give this your best guess. Ask your buyer what their guess is. Write it down, then track down the data to turn their best guess into a specific and defensible number.

Let’s stick with the marketing space for an example. If you’re selling Drift’s conversational marketing platform, the problem might be, “Website visitors aren’t booking demos.”

The questions you’d want to ask, in this case, are:

	How many monthly website visitors do you get? (50,000) 


	How many of them request a demo? (500, 1% conversion) 


	How many demos do you need to hit your sales goals? (1,000, 2%) 


If we say this company’s average contract value is $25,000, and they close 20% of new demos, the difference between a 1% and 2% conversion rate is $2.5 million lost. Every month.

Now, if you recall the Law of Large Numbers, we can’t assume that loss is meaningful. If the marketing team’s supporting a new product launch that’s expected to generate another $10–$20 million in monthly revenue, well, that’s the fire that has the CMO’s attention.

So in that case, you’ll need to make sure to tie existing website conversions to the new product launch. Questions that will help you discover this sound like:

	How does this estimate of $2.5 million compare to what you expected to see? 


	How do you think your CMO would react to seeing that number? 


	Are there other priorities that she feels are more pressing? 


Okay, part two—the problem’s consequences.

You’d be surprised what overwhelm and burnout can force us to live with. We grow numb to our problems, and apathy becomes a perfectly acceptable solution.

But often, that’s because we can’t see the full consequences of our inaction. So once you’ve quantified the loss (above), press into its implications. There are three levels of consequences you’ll want to speak to:

	Functional problems: “It takes a long time to review and qualify demo requests.”
  
	Strategic problems: “We can’t raise at a good valuation if our cost to acquire a new customer (CAC) is too high.”
  
	Personal problems: “Me, or someone on my team, might lose our job if we can’t hit our targets.”
  


Now, nobody likes talking about consequences. So generally, it’s best to lead your buyers to them with questions, not statements. Questions like, “What’s the ripple effect of this on …?”

Bringing back the formula from above, a problem statement in the Drift example might read like this:

	Costs: Every month, at least 50,000 visitors hit our site, but only 1% convert on our forms, costing us 500 demos and $2.5 million in new sales. 


	Consequences: This means we’re spending more on paid ads to hit our targets, driving up our CAC. If this isn’t addressed by Q2, we’ll miss both our revenue and our CAC targets, forcing us to raise at a lower valuation. 


If your head is spinning with “math” right now, your champion’s will be too.

Which is why having a framework to guide the process, and written output to guide your champion’s internal conversations, are both helpful.

A Case Study: “My board definitely needs to see this.”

The first startup I co-founded was in the nonprofit technology space. We were acquired by a company that sold marketing and fundraising software to nonprofits. Think CRM, landing pages, payments, email, text, video, all-in-one.

And for context, don’t think “no profit.” Our market was the 1.2 million nonprofits raising close to $500 billion every year. Wild, I know. Philanthropy is a bigger market than most startups play in.

A portion of this funding comes from foundations. Foundations are organizations that give large chunks of money to nonprofits called grants. These grants are great when you get them, but they’re not sustainable. For example, a $500K grant needs to be replaced with a wider base of 500 individuals in the community, giving $1,000 per year, before it’s fully spent. Otherwise, the organization can’t keep funding its programs.

When nonprofits don’t raise money from individuals, that’s a problem. Think of it like investing in a startup. If the startup doesn’t find customers to generate new cash—aside from raising more venture funding—the investment was for nothing. There’s no revenue to keep the show going.

After the acquisition, I worked on moving the company upmarket by selling the company’s first complex deals before creating a business unit to keep doing so. I created a champion out of the head of grantmaking at one of the nation’s largest foundations. She oversaw a budget of $50 million in grantable funds each year, and she got the problem we were solving.

She knew we could help her nonprofits raise more funding, but spending six figures to buy software for 30 nonprofits was highly unusual. Exactly zero foundations were doing this at the time. Which meant board approvals, from a board that had never funded a for-profit software company, were necessary (nonprofits are skeptical of for-profits, regardless of their social good).

We were rolling a boulder uphill and needed a compelling story. We were chatting one day when I said, “This may be crazy. But what if we asked all your nonprofits for their fundraising data to show your board?”

She was up to give it a shot. So next, we:

	Wrote a three-part email campaign requesting her nonprofits’ help with a survey. 


	Signed up for a Typeform account and created a simple survey. 


	Opened a Mailchimp account and built out the email campaign. 


	Made a Loom video showing my champion how to upload an email list and hit send. 


	Downloaded all the survey responses a week later and crunched the data in Excel. 


	Put together a short, one-page memo for their next board meeting packet. 


Here’s the problem statement that was at the top of that memo:

Every year, 200 of the Foundation’s grantees raise less than 20% of their annual budget from individual donors, which is costing the Foundation more than $20 million in follow-on funding to keep these programs operational.

This means the programs we support are at risk of closing, if we don’t keep funding them. If this isn’t addressed this fiscal year, we’ll be unable to allocate funding for new initiatives, as outlined in the strategic plan we’re all here to vote on today.

When my champion saw this, she immediately said, “My board needs to see this.”

That deal not only opened up a whole new market segment by bringing us credibility and an early adopter, it also gave us a process. We added full-time staff to our value engineering team, to focus on building and perfecting that survey process. It became a “free assessment” we gave every champion in our pipeline.


The Art of Crafting Internal Narratives

Writing is the most highly important, underdeveloped skill for sales reps.

If you study the standout reps landing six-, then seven-, then eight-figure deals, you’ll see a pattern. They all learn how to write compelling narratives. They can distill hours of conversation into a single page of content. Without seeming to leave anything out. They can package their message so it spreads up, down, and all around an account.

Yet, only a handful of sales teams train their reps on how to write. It remains the largest skills gap in sales today.

Reps are given template emails, about-us decks, and content filled with marketing speak. Which serve as fine starting points or supplements. But enablement content isn’t a crutch that excuses sellers from writing.

The reason, if you recall from the start of this book, is that buying decisions aren’t made in sales meetings. The moments that decide deals happen during a buyer’s internal meetings.

When sales reps aren’t in the room.

Writing is how you bridge this gap to control your message and enable your champions. Therefore, writing isn’t a “marketing” skill. It’s one every enterprise rep must master.

Now, when I talk about writing in the context of complex sales, I’m not talking about emails or product decks. I’m referring to the art of crafting narratives. Because nothing happens in the enterprise without a strong narrative backing it.

Conflicting opinions, corporate politics, change avoidance—among other obstacles—all block enterprise projects. Narratives break through them. In short, narratives package ideas in a way others can understand, share, and act on. They bring meaning to goals, influence to decisions, and alignment to teams. Corporate narratives are:

	All around you. 


	As short as a soundbite or as long as a six-page report. 


	Sticky and contagious. Everyone shares them, and they never forget them. 


	You can find them in the phrases that get repeated during every all-hands. Spot them by how executive updates are framed. 


Narratives become internal, not external, when a buyer takes and shares them as their own. Which is key because narratives never live alone. Projects only gain momentum when they’re connected to other stories inside a company. So, think of narratives like constellations—a wide system of interrelated stories moving together.

Enterprise employees know their requests are either approved or denied based on how well they can tie their narrative into other, already accepted narratives.

For example, a VP of success who’s looking to resource their new accounts team might tie a narrative into the CRO’s focus on net revenue retention (NRR). We plant the seeds for an upsell or churn in the first 30 days.

A CRO who needs marketing, sales, and success to support a new move upmarket might tie her narrative into the CEO’s focus on showing double-digit monthly growth. Enterprise customers are the path to double-digit growth.

Think about it for a second. What narratives are floating around your company? Who created them? Who’s sharing them around, and why?

Written Content, Not Just Conversations

Narratives can either be written or spoken. Often, they travel in both forms.

Which is why enterprise reps must be ambidextrous. Like an actor who both writes and delivers their own script, top reps can communicate as well in writing as they do in conversation. There are, however, several advantages to writing out your narrative with your champions.

I’ll list them here with hopes I convince those of you who don’t yet see yourselves as writers to keep reading long enough that you fall in love with writing in sales.

Because look, I get it.

A lot of you are probably thinking, “Well, Nate, that’s easy for you to say. You’re the one writing a freakin’ book.”

This is true. But fortunately, you don’t need to author a book to win in writing. You just need one page. Okay, here you go. How writing helps you win.

1. Writing lets you deliver the perfect message in a controlled environment.

You get to lay out your message under the ideal conditions. Zero stage fright, no interruptions, and an audience’s undivided attention. You’re judged by your content, not your charisma.

2. You’ll discover new truths you didn’t know you believed.

Strategic and enterprise sales is as much about designing new things that didn’t exist as it is about influencing others to adopt what already does. If you recall, we said a solution is far more than a product. It’s the sum of everything around it, including the framing, consensus-building, use-case packaging, rollout, and adoption.

So, to write is to create. In a short essay, Eliot Peper put it this way:

You can certainly capture an idea by writing it down. But you can also explore an idea by writing it down, and the results may surprise you. The fact that the results can surprise you is surprising in itself. Why would typing out a thought change what you think?

When I’m not writing, I’m often surfing. Something most non-surfers don’t realize is that surfing is mostly waiting. You paddle out and then wait for the right wave to roll in. When a promising set rears up out of the deep, you try to catch it. If you hesitate, even for a moment, you’ll either miss the wave or, worse, get sucked over the falls as it breaks. To catch a wave, you have to fully commit.

I suspect the same principle is at work when writing about something changes your mind. The brain is an intricate, sparkling, densely interconnected maze—an easy place for ideas to hide in vague generalities. But writing forces you to commit to specifics as surely as surfers must commit to waves. Seeing an idea reveal itself on the page, you may find yourself entranced or repulsed or inspired by its specificity, its naked meaning.

By externalizing your thoughts, writing puts you into conversation with yourself. It’s always easier to diagnose other people’s problems, and to identify opportunities they might be missing.

Whether you’re trying to create a can’t-ignore problem statement, or dream up a storyline for a large group demo, write it down. The direction you take after writing will be different—and better. It’s just not possible to truly know what you think, nor tap into your full creative capacity, until you write it down. This is also why writing will live on as artificial intelligence spreads.

3. Writing is a medium for cocreating, which increases commitment.

We all take a stake in the things we create. Letting prospects create your sales content with their own words—instead of relying on marketing materials with the “typical” problems that “average” customers face—gives them a greater sense of ownership.

Plus, we can’t help but correct inaccurate or incomplete characterizations of our beliefs, while adding more context, when we see them written out. Words feel too permanent to let stand uncorrected. That’s why Cunningham’s Law, named after the wiki inventor (think Wikipedia, a collaborative online publication), says the best way to get the right answer isn’t to ask a question; it’s to write down the wrong answer.

4. Writing prunes the excess.

It’s easier to spot the details that are distracting and disposable when you write. Points that aren’t absolutely critical to your case get cut.

5. It also brings new buyers up to speed, quickly.

Operating from a living document allows your message to evolve as more buyers enter the sales process. Plus, it eliminates the “telephone game” effect by giving context to the contacts who weren’t part of past conversations.

6. It optimizes for understanding.

If you want a decision-maker to understand your message the first time, then have them read it. Reading requires focus. It’s easier to zone in and out of a rep speaking to a deck or demo.

7. Influence when you’re not in the room.

The best for last. It’s a point worth repeating: Buyers are having meetings about you, without you. Champions won’t read from your product deck in those meetings. But they will share from a well-packaged memo you wrote with them.

Mental Models for Writing Narratives

“Good writing is clear thinking made visible.” That’s a quote from Ambrose Bierce. He wrote it over 100 years ago. Nothing’s changed since then.

This is where crafting a narrative starts. When you learn to structure your thinking like an executive, you’ll write in a way that appeals to an executive. But absent having a decade of executive experience, the next best thing is developing a set of mental models to help organize your point of view, before putting your proverbial pen to paper.

Here are three models to start building what famed investor Charlie Munger called your “latticework” of mental models.

1. The Minto Pyramid

This model is named after its creator, Barbara Minto, during her time working at McKinsey. She describes it as “a tool for logic in writing, to help you find out what you think.”

The pyramid helps you settle on a set of ideas that are “mutually exclusive” from each other and “collectively exhaustive” in supporting one main point. Here’s what it looks like and how to build it:

	Start with a short, specific answer. Executives want the headline first. 


	Summarize three arguments beneath the answer to support that big idea. 


	Logically order additional sub-points backing up those three arguments. 


A similar acronym to remember is BLUF: bottom line up front. Which typically works by flipping the order of your message upside down. Before BLUF, your message reads like:

	I learned A, B, C about you. 


	Which suggests D and E. 


	Therefore, you should do F. 


After “pyramiding” the message, it comes out like:

	Do F. 


	Because D and E. 


	As supported by A, B, C. 


2. Zoom Out, Zoom In

The zoom out, zoom in model shifts a traditional one- or three-year narrative to a 10-plus year time horizon (the zoom out), and then six months (the zoom in) (Budman & Garia).

This makes it particularly effective for players reshaping industries. That’s why it’s been used to guide the narratives of major tech firms and Silicon Valley legends alike. To use the framework, answer two main questions:

	Zoom out. What will your prospect’s market or industry look like in 10 years? In light of that, what kind of company do they need to become to survive? 


	Zoom in. What project should be implemented within the next six months to start shifting toward that future? And how will that progress be measured? 


3. Driver Trees

Creating a clear plan for your buyer requires a deep understanding of how their business works. What’s their problem’s root cause, and what drives the outcomes they’re after?

Driver trees model the cause-and-effect relationships behind a company’s metrics.

By linking “outcomes” to a series of “input” metrics, driver trees simplify complex goals into their drivers. Just as the name suggests. On the left side of the tree, you list the target metric you’d like to influence. The right side of the model shows you how.

You’ll see why this model is key in a moment.
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The One-Page Business Case Framework

Once you’ve clarified your thinking, it’s time to organize the broad strokes of your narrative. This is where frameworks come in. They let you drop new content into a consistent starting point. A good framework sits somewhere in the middle of a:

	Blank page. This forces you to be specific for every buyer but takes too much effort. 


	Template. It’s fast and easy, but it sacrifices relevance and effectiveness.
  


You’ll want to develop a set of frameworks for the different roles, industries, or solutions you sell. To give you a starting point, we’ll break down the one-page business case framework. It’s been crazy effective for me and my teams.

There’s also a Google Docs version of this referenced in the endnotes to the book, so you can download and adapt it for your own pipeline.

A bold, compelling title goes here.

Developed by: [Champion Name], [Key Deal Players]
 

Headline: [Buying team or business unit] should [recommended action] by [timeline]. This will result in [outcome] while avoiding [cost of the problem] created by [problem].

The Problem Statement

Include who’s impacted, the cost, how it impacts a company-wide goal, and why the problem’s getting worse. Example formats include:

	Every [frequency], at least [reach] are affected by [problem], costing us [cost]. If that’s not addressed by [timing] then [it gets worse] OR: 


	Despite trying [failed solution], our team still can’t [desired outcome] because 
[problem], which has cost us [cost of problem]. 


Recommended Approach

Outline your solution design, how it’s been tested and proven, plus the factors that must be true for the solution to work. Include a short note on how to successfully resource the shift.

The point is to first gain agreement on the approach, agnostic of vendors, while transitioning by sharing “[your company] was found to meet and exceed all requirements.”

A Payoff That Matters

Here, outline a vivid picture of the before versus after state for daily users, while showing the time to impact on executive-level metrics:
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Required Investment

Who needs to invest what, by when? List time and people resources needed, with relevant scenarios.

Here are the building blocks behind this framework:

Headline: Write a sharp lead by weaving in a “trigger phrase” that’s familiar to the executives sponsoring the deal.
 

Byline: Don’t list your name as the author. The point is to help your champion craft their narrative.
 

Opening: Start with a two-sentence summary. Summarize your big idea, and create enough interest to compel your reader to keep going. This also frames up the rest of your content.

Problem Statement: Read the last chapter if you skipped it.

Medium: Keep it collaborative. Write with your buyers. Involve them. Don’t write alone. More on this in a moment.

Formatting: Let’s spend a second on this. In the words of one champion I sold with during a past deal—she owns a $10 million product development budget inside a Fortune 100 cable company—“Please don’t send me a billboard.”
 

Here’s what she had to say:

“If a company’s brand is all over the materials they send me, the chances that I forward it to my team outright are next to none. Because it’ll look like a massive billboard.

Now personally, I don’t mind reading case studies and things. They’re fine. But very rarely do they make their way around our team. So my favorite sales reps, the ones that I still remember working with, are the ones who made something with me.

I’d get to jump into the doc to prioritize the layout and order of what we’re communicating, depending on who I need to get on board. Like, if it’s Daniel, I’m starting with more vision-focused language. But with Laura, I’m jumping straight into the challenges. Those are the docs I used.

Otherwise, I just cut and paste stuff from the branded docs to make my own. That’s if it’s a larger project. If it’s smaller, I just talk my team through it. But very rarely will I send what looks like a billboard out to our team.”

The point? Don’t stress about branding your sales materials. Instead, focus on cocreating the content your buyers will be proud to champion.

In fact, too much branding is counterproductive. The best color scheme is “camouflage.” It uses your buyers’ branding, not yours, to create materials that look like they could have been created inside of the buying committee.

The other point to consider in your formatting is the use of formatting like headlines and bullets. Nobody digests new material from the first to last word, in order. Instead, they work their way down the page several times, going slightly deeper on each pass from:

	Headlines 


	Bold and highlights 


	Bullets and breakouts 


	Full sentences in interesting sections 


	The rest of the content for extra context 


So, use headers, highlights, bold, and bullets thoughtfully. Spend as much time on this piece as you do editing your content.

Finding Problem-Product Fit

A crucial piece of this framework is the “approach.” It’s skipped over so often that I debated making this section its own chapter just to highlight it.

The approach is how you solve a problem. Not who or what solves it. It’s neutral framing because an approach is vendor agnostic. Before you speak to a specific set of features and how your product works, confirm everyone’s aligned on the higher-order question of:

What must be true about how we go about solving this issue?

I say again. The approach is never “buy XYZ software.” Instead, it’s focused on the core shift, practice, or project you enable. So, it’s less “use our content automation system” and more “shift the mix of new leads from paid to organic sources.”

Selling an approach before a product is far more challenging to practice than it is to read. It’s natural for sellers to slip back into talking about their product. To forget to eliminate the project risk, before they focus on product risk.

Take a newly hired CRO. Her company just raised a Series B. The CRO will ask herself, What’s my biggest revenue opportunity?

Is it acquiring new logos? Boosting net revenue retention (NRR)? Let’s say it’s NRR. Investors have been talking a lot about that lately. Does she hire more account managers for the enterprise segment? Focus on untapped cross-sells in the small business segment?

There are lots of levers she can pull. In fact, if you look back at the example driver tree above, you’ll notice that the higher the level contact you’re selling with, the more choices, trade-offs, and competing priorities there are. You can “drive revenue” in a lot of ways.

She’s got to pick a priority. Which affects buying decisions later.

Now, suppose you sell a sales intelligence platform that helps generate leads. You see this CRO was just hired, and they just raised a Series B. The perfect timing to reach out.

If the CRO’s thesis is that a singular focus on NRR is best, and she’s entirely focused on expanding revenue from the customers who already love them, you have two options:

	Align your platform with her thesis. Let’s say you can give her data on customers who recently changed jobs and could champion her product at their new company. 


	Reshape her thesis. How long can she afford to focus on NRR without landing more logos to eventually expand? Aren’t the seeds for NRR sown early, in the new sales and onboarding process? 


If there’s no logical bridge between her priority and your product—an approach that she’s aligned with—it’s not time to sell.

But if you have built a logical bridge, then you get to add in the building block: the payoff.

Here, you want to ensure there’s a clear “before and after” with a meaningful level of change between them, all tied back to the metrics the decider is directly responsible for. Think of this as the opposite of the problem statement. If customer churn is a problem, then a jump in retention rates—even upsells—are the payoff metrics you’re speaking to.

Last, wrap up the framework by speaking to the investment. We’ll cover pricing in a later chapter, but for now, know that an investment is more than budget. It’s all of the people, time, energy, and attention that goes into making a project successful.

When adding this piece, try to include two scenarios. It’s a bit counterintuitive, but adding a choice will accelerate the process. The contrast helps create greater decision clarity (assuming you don’t go overboard and add in too many options).

Creating Champions by Crafting Narratives: The Build Loop

“I swear I’ll quit my job if we don’t get this done.”

That was our champion talking. Not me, or one of our reps.

She’d built such a strong sense of ownership while planning our project she couldn’t imagine continuing in her role without us. Part of her was joking, of course. But a part of her was serious. The thought of going at it alone wasn’t something she was up for.

This was during the start of the pandemic. She needed to roll out a virtual try-on program for a major, international retail brand. To let customers see how a product looked on them before buying. Our platform was a shortcut to finding the right, augmented reality technology to enable that goal.

Now, that’s a pretty insane level of commitment. A champion who tells their team, “Either we buy, or I walk.” But it does setup an interesting question.

How do I build champions who are so committed, they’d just up and quit if our deal fell apart?

The answer comes down to the reality IKEA figured out years ago. Remember that cognitive bias called the “IKEA effect” we covered earlier? It says we assign far greater value to the things we build, than what we buy or others build for us.

Slowly and overtime, a weird and irrational sense of attachment grows on us. That bunk bed that took you four hours, 98 bolts, and 768 twists of a tiny Allen wrench? You wouldn’t sell it for anything less than $600, even years after buying it for $700.

Just the same, your champions’ fingerprints should be all over the narratives you’re crafting. Which kicks off the “Build Loop.” A type of flywheel where both steps in the Buyer Enablement process—building champions, and enabling them with a clear message—start reinforcing the other. As you work to:

	Build committed champions. 


	Build a compelling narrative. 


You’ll find that:
 

	Creating champions helps you craft stronger narratives. 


	Co-creating narratives helps you create stronger champions.
  


These two steps repeat over and over in a virtuous cycle. Increasing your champions’ sense ownership, and testing whether you’ve truly built engaged champions.

Just like an IKEA instruction manual, here’s a breakdown of each step in the Build Loop.

1. Start with a solid framework in mind.
 

Use the one we just covered to get started. You’ll notice that when you start discovery calls with a specific framework in mind, you’ll know how you’d like to structure your conversations.

You have a clear vision for the end product, so you can set about discovering and assembling each piece to the narrative.
 

2. Start with a few simple sentences, in a shared space.

Most sellers believe this process means spending months engineering some grand document. Then, finally, to help you close the deal, you whip out a persuasive and polished case for change. But that couldn’t be further from the truth.

Narratives start with a few simple sentences. A recap of your first contact’s point of view on the problem, with some open gaps you’ll plan to fill in together. This sounds like:

I’ll plan to build a short recap from what I’m understanding about the challenges we’re focused on, before our next call. Would you be open to sharing a few comments in between now and then? To make sure I’m capturing what’s most important?

Then, drop a short problem statement, alongside a few notes, inside a shared workspace. You’ll find that after you get one comment added into your shared space, it unlocks more collaboration. Because it’s far more engaging for a buying team to see their own colleagues are already sharing feedback and building alongside you.


3. Expand from your starting point with a wider circle. 

A question we shared earlier works great here. Who do you typically turn to for advice when a project is important to you? Do you think we could get their input too?

Start creating with them during your follow-up calls by pulling up your shared workspace. Share your screen in editor, not presenter, mode. Ideally, you’ll have a few comments from others shown inside. Then, leave more comments with their input as you’re talking. This sounds like asking:

Here’s what we’ve captured so far, and I’m wondering two things from your perspective. What resonates, that you think we should highlight? And what do you think we’ve missed?

Even better? Cue up your first contact to share their point of view, with the workspace content to guide them.
 

4. Assign specific action items and secure commitments.

This is where we come back to the IKEA effect, while running some tests. Start to ask for commitments to continue collaborating in between conversations.

Look for gaps in your framework (e.g. you need data for the baseline in “outcomes”). Then assign tasks to fill in the gaps (e.g. work with operations to find that data).

People make time for the tasks that are a priority for them. Which makes this one of the more effective tests you can run to validate if, in fact, you’re building a strong champion. Do they follow through on what they commit to?

5. Socialize your narrative and look for critical feedback.

When your narrative is still in a draft state, but far enough along to have a complete storyline, build a groundswell of additional “co-authors.” A petition for change is only as strong as the number of signatures it gathers.
 

At the same time, make sure a fair portion of the critical feedback you look for is from an executive point of view. The contacts who will greenlight your budget should hear your narrative multiple times, well in advance of making a decision.

This step is key to the Build Loop because once you’ve pushed your chips into the center of the table, you’re all in. Champion commitment only grows after they start advocating for your narrative in front of their team.
 

6. Combine additional feedback & refine your narrative.

It’s like the point we started this book with, from Jeff Bezos:

“The great memos are written and rewritten, shared with colleagues who are asked to improve the work, set aside for a couple of days, and then edited again with a fresh mind.”

Good writing is always collaborative. You can’t write a “good” narrative by yourself. It requires distilling everyone’s input into a single, cohesive storyline.
 

7. Look for signs of increasing deal momentum.

These steps will repeat in a loop, with the total number of loops depending on your sales cycle length and level of deal complexity. With each new loop, try to figure out:
 

	Is my champion increasing the time they spend with me? 


	Are they getting back to me in shorter time intervals? 


	Are they who’s pushing our pace to go even faster? 


If so, the Build Loop is working, and the IKEA effect in setting in.

Shaping Sentences to Shape Thinking

Closely related to the process of co-creating is the idea that communication happens in your reader’s mind. Not yours as the writer.

If your buyers need to translate your jargon into something that’s more familiar to them, you’ll lose their attention. Which means the fast, failsafe approach to creating good content is to let your buyers do the writing.

Record and transcribe your conversations, then grab excerpts of their words to use in your writing. If they choose a specific word while describing their problem, use it. Especially if it’s different from what other buyers say while experiencing the exact same problem.

Coordinating language is a fancy term for talking like the group you’re part of. It builds trust and connection.

When you use the same words and sentence structures as others, it’s a powerful shortcut that signals, “I understand. You’re safe here. We’re from the same tribe.”

Which can turn writing into an exercise that’s more like “assembling.” You’re adding your buyer’s own words from conversations into a framework.

Kind of like playing that game Mad Libs.

The next level after coordinating language is changing the language your buyers use.

The other night, we were eating dinner at a friend’s house and their toddler ran into the kitchen, wailing. She scraped her knee, so her dad grabbed a Band-Aid and asked, “Do you want a Band-Aid?” She screamed even louder, “No!”

So, her mom took that exact same Band-Aid and asked her, “Do you want a sticker?”

“Yes!” she said, tears evaporating like water in the desert. Why? Because stickers are fun. Band-Aids aren’t. The function and features were the same. But the language changed the way she thought about the solution. Brilliant.

A more businessy example comes from the company Clari.

They started using the term Revenue Leak this year to describe the problem their customers face. Revenue Leak is what happens when you use outdated, manual, error-prone systems to manage the revenue organization. Revenue just “leaks” out of the company. A total waste.

On the flip side, Revenue Precision is how revenue organizations avoid that waste and hit their targets. Precision is an approach—which, of course, their platform helps you implement.

The true unlock here? Buyers no longer see Clari as better than the competition. They see them as different. They’re put into a new mental container that’s less cluttered, seemingly free of direct competitors.

Here’s another short case study.

It’s from an architect named Jørn Utzon who sold his plan for the Sydney Opera House using just one word: Sail. If you’ve seen a picture of the Opera House, it’s iconic. It sits right on the water and is most often photographed with boats sailing by.

Once the committee saw the design and had the word “sail” in their minds, Mr. Utzon was in a league of his own—even though, technically speaking, nobody knew how to actually build it.

The final level after coordinating and changing language is elevating language.

Elevating is the opposite of a classic sales tool, “battlecards.” There’s a major problem with sellers using battlecards. Every time you use one, you’re fighting a feature war, and top sellers do all they can to avoid feature wars.

It’s too easy for you and your champions to lose control over the narrative when you’re deep into features. Someone in the buying committee may decide having the best “X” is a non-negotiable. Your product may have a far better “Y” or “Z,” and feature X may not be that important. But if the one who sided with feature X has a louder voice than your champion, they’ll push the deal in a new direction.

Changing language says it’s better to be different than better. Elevating language moves you into an entirely different realm, into a fight as old as time. Good versus evil. Hero versus villain.

Here’s how it works, using pizza as our first example.

The other night, my wife and I saw this Domino’s pizza commercial. Now, if you were to name Domino’s competition, what comes to mind? Pizza Hut? Papa John’s?

Wrong. It’s food delivery services.

Orders through on-demand services like DoorDash, Uber Eats, and GrubHub have more than doubled since the pandemic. Which means that when you don’t want to cook or go out, you’re no longer limited to just a handful of delivery options.

That’s a problem for Domino’s. So, what did they do? They pivoted the conversation away from features (faster delivery times, warmer food, better ingredients, etc.). They did this by naming a villain—delivery services.

In the commercial, you hear from local restaurant owners who operate on razor-thin margins. They talk about the fees delivery services take. They’re victims in a story of good and evil. I felt a surprisingly strong sense of conviction after hearing Domino’s message.

I’m an entrepreneur. I always root for the little guy. I better start buying local or Domino’s…

They turned my decision to order delivery into a question of doing the right thing. And, it turned food delivery into a matter of identity. I’m someone who stands up for the little guy.

The Heath Brothers describe why this is so effective in their book Switch. In the “identity decision-making model,” we ask ourselves three questions:

	Who am I? 


	What kind of situation is this? 


	What would someone like me do in this situation? 


Domino’s shifted my answers to:

	I’m an entrepreneur. 


	This is a choice of whether I’ll support small businesses. 


	Entrepreneurs always come through to help other entrepreneurs. 


Now, is all of this true? Are there benefits to delivery services that weren’t mentioned? Absolutely. But I wasn’t thinking about that. Their pivot in messaging gave me a subtle, unspoken conviction.

So, how do you choose your villain? There are two questions to start with:

	What’s the dream life your customer wants to live? 


	What obstacles stand in the way that you can help them overcome? 


Your answer should tell a buyer exactly who or what is to blame for their struggle, and why. Some of the examples from the B2B world to consider are:

	Drift, who fights for a world with no more email forms. Forms prevent conversations, which humans are designed for. 


	Salesforce, who made a name for themselves by fighting against installed software. They pioneered SaaS, where all parts of the software are maintained for you. 


	Zuora, who fought for a subscription-based lifestyle (enabled by billing software) by fighting against “ownership.” Which comes with expense and hassle, not flexibility. 


	Gong, who fights against opinions that aren’t rooted in data. In contrast to opinions is “reality.” Who could say no to reality? 


So don’t compare your features to the competition’s. Pivot to a higher-level conversation by naming a villain and inviting your buyer to fight it with you.

Case Study: A Leaked, Internal Memo

The Verge recently shared a leaked, internal memo written by Tom Alison, Meta’s executive in charge of Facebook. You’ll see it’s an absolute masterclass in crafting narratives, now that you know what to look for.

We’ll break down an excerpt from the first page of his memo here, but it’s worth reading in its entirety, so I’ve added the link to the endnotes (Heath).

Part of my goal is to show you I’m not crazy. Narratives are powerful. They work, and they’re how executives operate. My other goal is to help these principles sink in for you with a practical example. Here’s how page one reads:

Building the Discovery Engine

In this note I want to introduce the concept of Facebook as a “discovery engine,” which is a helpful mental model to frame the current focus of our long-term strategy. It also helps contextualize our product priorities, which we’ll continue to evolve over time to emphasize our near-term focus areas.


…While our strategy is designed to stand the test of time, our execution and focus must be responsive to the needs of the current moment. Today we see a shift towards social media products serving as “discovery engines.” We’re sharing an updated articulation of our near-term priorities that are aimed at strengthening the Facebook discovery engine. These are:
  

	Make Reels successful. 


	Build world class recommendations technology. 


	Unlock messaging-based sharing… 


The Discovery Engine

As we discussed our strategy throughout Q1 with Mark, different leaders across Meta, and teams within Facebook, the word “discovery” came up over and over. Through these conversations, the term “discovery engine” emerged as a helpful way to capture the evolution of modern social media products and frame our work to advance our strategy in 2022.

Anything standing out so far? Let’s break it down together.

First, notice the memo’s headline. Alison is leading with his trigger phrase, “discovery engine.” It’s his internal shorthand for the priority Meta’s executives are sold on. And notice where he says this phrase came from: Internal leadership meetings with Mark Zuckerberg.

So, why would this conversation rise all the way up to the CEO of Meta?

Well, recall that narratives are always connected to other narratives. In this case, it was the shift from Facebook to Meta. Building the metaverse isn’t a profitable activity in the short term. To make matters worse, TikTok’s “discovery” algorithm was absorbing Facebook users at a blistering pace—especially their most valuable type of user, young adults—cutting into Facebook’s profitability. Those profits were funding Zuckerberg’s move to the metaverse, which created a lot of investor skepticism. In fact, the term “discovery engine” came up 13 different times during Meta’s earnings calls in the second half of 2022.

Related, notice how the starting point to Alison’s narrative is a shift. A massive, unaddressed change that needs a response in “the current moment.” That’s why your narrative should always answer: 
 

	How does this project relate to a massive, unaddressed change? 


	Why is it important to act now? 


Next, notice how Alison said his long-term strategy was driving everyone’s near-term priorities. Deals only get done when they’re: 
 

	Aligned to an executive priority. 


	Enabling the team executing on that priority day-to-day. 


Any project receiving time, energy, and attention would fall under the three areas Alison listed out. Reels, recommendations technology, and message-based sharing.

So, if you were selling to Facebook at the time, the question would be, how will you enable those areas?

These three areas are important to note because they were Alison’s approach to building the discovery engine.

A Parting Thought

As you hone your messaging and start to craft narratives, there’s a related tale attributed to Picasso that’s fitting.

A woman approached Picasso in a restaurant and asked him to scribble something on a napkin, saying she would pay whatever he felt it was worth.

Picasso complied and then said, “That will be $10,000.”

“But you did that in 30 seconds,” the astonished woman replied.

“No,” Picasso said, “it has taken me 40 years to do that.”

The point?

It can take a long time to become both good and fast at something. Sellers have “efficiency” drilled into us, so we get anxious when something takes us a while. But give yourself the freedom to get good first, then go faster after. It never works to try and do both upfront.

You have the permission to spend an unreasonable amount of time writing narratives. Especially if this isn’t something you’ve tried in the past. My encouragement to you is to:

	Find a pro on your team whose work you respect. Look at what they produce as your standard for quality.
  
	Set a timeline for when you’re free to be totally unproductive. “For the next two weeks, I can spend as long as I want on a single memo.” If it takes you 20 minutes, two hours, or more. That’s fine—zero guilt. The focus is producing a memo you think is as good as the example.
  
	Bring speed back as a secondary goal. Note how long it took to write a quality memo, on average. Next, set a goal for where you’d like to be, so it’s practical on the daily. 


You’ll become a Picasso in no time.


Copywriting Shortcuts for Sales Reps

The sales rep who can write will outsell the one who can’t, 10 out of 10 times.

With every memo you draft and narrative you craft, you’re adding points to your win rate. Becoming a better writer, therefore, is becoming a better seller.

But even after reading and applying the last chapter, you may still see yourself as more conversational than creative. And if that’s the case, you may be falling for a false dichotomy lingering in the go-to-market world. It’s the B2B equivalent of that extended relative who won’t leave your house after dinner’s over. It says sellers are talkers, while marketers are writers. And it’s a dangerous belief.

The reality is every rep either is or needs to become a writer. To shape their message when it truly matters—a buyer’s internal conversations.

When you can’t be in the room, your writing can be.

If we’re on the same page here, you want to become a better writer. Believe you’re a writer. Fall in love with writing.

Here’s how—a series of copywriting shortcuts. A kickstart to help you feel creative, fast, so you’re more likely to keep on writing. Which, in turn, will kick off the write-win-write-win loop. Where the more you write, the more you win, so the more you write. And so on, until you retire early.

Here’s an exercise to start with. Let’s turn bad writing into good writing. You can do this with anything you read and think, “That could be better.”

First, the bad:

The contract was won after a multitude of excruciating delays and prolonged debate with the buying committee. Ultimately, it was the best product that won out and closed the deal in the end. The RFP winner’s AI-enabled prospecting algorithm that can search, locate, and deliver high-quality leads that perfectly fit the ideal customer profile, all in an automated workflow that eliminates manual searching, was the clear winner. Now, the sales team will be positioned to more easily meet and exceed their quota.

That’s really bad. How would you rewrite this?

Here’s my rewrite:

She closed the deal, despite having to push out the close date a few times. Once the buying team saw the product, it was game over. Before, their sales team needed 15 minutes, 5 websites, and 2 cuss words to find a single, qualified prospect. Now, it takes one click. And boom! A prospect who fits better than your favorite sweatpants shows up on the screen. So now, beating quota? Raising that next round of funding? Easy. No more long days & late nights stressing about the numbers.

The second paragraph isn’t perfect, but clearly, it’s an improvement. So, what changed?

Here’s a breakdown of the before and after. Which also happens to be your first writing shortcut—writing with contrast. The contrast of before and after comparisons creates clarity, and your goal is always clarity.

Next, look at the difference in the first sentences. We’re replacing passive voice with active voice. From “The deal was closed” to “She closed the deal.”

From here, always use your customer’s language. It’s that idea of “coordinating” language we talked about earlier. Instead of saying something Victorian like, “A multitude of delays,” say, “Pushed the close date.”

Similarly, anytime you can simplify your word choice, do it. Ax words like excruciating, multitude, and prolonged (note: do as I say, not as I do on this one—I’m a repeat offender). You can also cut redundant phrases. “Ultimately,” “in the end,” “won out,” and “closed the deal” are all saying the same thing.

Okay, let’s go faster. A few more:

Dial up the pain.

	Before: AI-enabled prospecting algorithm that can search, locate, and deliver… 


	After: Their sales team needed 15 minutes, 5 websites, and 2 cuss words… 


Use visual language.

	Before: High-quality leads that perfectly fit the ideal customer profile. 


	After: Fits better than your favorite pair of sweatpants. 


Some other examples of good visual language here are:

	“New reps ramped up faster than a Formula 1 driver in second place.” 


	“Their workflow was like trying to chop down a tree with a butter knife.” 


	“More demand than customers standing outside Apple before an iPhone release.” 


Shorten your sentences.

	Before: All-in-one automated workflow that eliminates manual searching… 


	After: Now, it takes one click. 


Give it some personality.

	Before: It was the best product that won out. 


	After: Game over for the competition. 


Show what’s really at stake.

	Before: More easily meet and exceed quota. 


	After: Raising that next round of funding? Easy. 


Showcase the good life.

	No more long days and late nights stressing about the numbers. 


What’s not in the “after” version above, but would be the next thing to look at adding, are the three elements of rhetoric: ethos, logos, and pathos. Persuasive writing combines all three elements, and it’s worked this way for thousands of years.

Ethos creates credibility and trust. “Trust me, I’ve closed millions of dollars with a decade of experience.” Whereas logos helps your audience reach the conclusion before you do. “Successful peers have found a way to do, 1, 2, 3. Therefore, you should…” And lastly, pathos appeals to your emotions. “Hundreds of employees could lose their jobs.”

Feeling warmed up? Then let’s keep the firehose on. A second flood of writing secrets coming at you.

1. Lead with the truth.

Good writing starts by confirming what your buyer already believes is true.

The headline on Lattice’s website is an excellent example of this. It says, “People First. Business Lasts.” Lattice sells to people teams, who naturally believe people are the bedrock of any successful business.

I’m also a fan of introducing nonobvious insights to challenge conventional beliefs. It’s a good approach. And you should do it. But it’s the sequencing that’s important here. Challenging a closed mind is a dead end. Establishing common ground by leading with something you both believe creates an open mind and works within a buyer’s confirmation bias.

2. Obsess over your headlines.

Here’s how the copywriting legend David Ogilvy describes the value of a good headline:

On average, five times as many people read the headline as the body copy. When you have written your headline, you have spent 80 cents out of your dollar. If you haven’t done some selling in your headline, you’ve wasted 80 percent of your client’s money.

For example, you’re only reading this sentence because you decided to read past the first sentence in the chapter. Which (if I may say so) was pretty decent. “The rep who can write will outsell the one who can’t, 10 out of 10 times.”

Write and rewrite your first sentence until your reader can’t help but continue on.

3. Rephrase and repeat a single truth.

Good writing travels. Just the same, bad writing is a plane that can’t get to liftoff because there’s too much weighing it down. So, strip your message down to the single truth your reader needs to understand and share. Then, say it a few different ways.

Here’s an example of three phrases, all repeating the one truth of this book:

	Sales reps don’t close deals. Buyers do. 


	Sellers lose deals when they’re not in the room. 


	Internal buying conversations happen about you, without you. 


If nothing else, you’ll remember this idea long after you set this book down (I hope).

4. Choose your framing wisely.

If you’re shopping for a new car, a Rolls Royce is one of the most expensive cars you can buy. But next to a yacht, private jet, or rare work of art, it looks cheap as h*ll. When asked about this idea, Rolls Royce’s regional director Peter-Paul Schoppmann says they don’t have competitors in the car industry.

Instead, they compete with boats, helicopters, and real estate. Which is why Rolls Royce frames their cars as unique works of art. Something you “commission,” using “bespoke paints and pigments.”

Meanwhile, Bentley and BMW—who also put themselves in the luxury car category—talk about “building” and “configuring” cars. You don’t configure art. You commission it.

Rolls Royce is “switching” the frame here. But you can also keep the same framing, with the same facts, but a different emotional charge. This is the “negative” frame. Which changes your message from a benefit-oriented to a loss-oriented message.

Here are some B2B examples:

	“Stay ahead of schedule” → “Stop missing deadlines” 


	“Save $300K per year” → “Avoid wasting $300K this year” 


	“Collaborate with your team” → “Prevent duplicate work” 


	“Create raving fans” → “Keep users from churning” 


You see this all the time in the B2C world, too:

	“This yogurt is 90% fat-free” → “10% of that yogurt is all fat” 


	“This medicine works 90% of the time” → “That medicine fails 10% of the time” 


5. Sprinkle a few of these golden phrases into your writing. 
 

If you get stuck, pull one of these phrases out of your pocket:

	At last. 


	Announcing, 


	You guessed it. 


	Should… not… 


	That’s right. 


	If… then. 


	Why? Because 


	Get the… without the… 


They’re copywriting gold.

For example, Webflow (a website platform) says, “Get the site you want, without the developer time,” and “Your website should be a marketing asset. Not an engineering challenge.” They can repurpose these phrases for different accounts, too. Let’s say they’re selling to a new products division inside of Nike.

The Nike product team wants to quickly launch, test, and learn about new product lines, independent of their corporate site and marketing approvals.

So Webflow might write:

The product launch you need, without all the red tape.

Landing pages should be a research tool. Not an approvals nightmare.

Followed by content on Nike’s goals for new products launched, market share captured, and a process for quickly securing customer feedback.

6. Address common objections upfront.

Every seller knows certain objections are inevitable. It’s just a matter of time before they’re raised. The sooner you can address them in your writing, the more attention you’ll earn. Otherwise, unresolved objections create mental blockers that distract readers.

7. Write to a single person.

A classic writing sickness, whose symptoms are jargon and buzzwords, is writing to the committee. A bunch of people, but no one in particular. Investing legend Warren Buffett has the medicine: writing to a specific person. Here’s the point he makes:

When writing Berkshire Hathaway’s annual report, I pretend that I’m talking to my sisters. I have no trouble picturing them: Though highly intelligent, they are not experts in accounting or finance. They will understand plain English, but jargon may puzzle them. My goal is simply to give them the information I would wish them to supply me if our positions were reversed. To succeed, I don’t need to be Shakespeare; I must, though, have a sincere desire to inform. No siblings to write to? Borrow mine: Just begin with “Dear Doris and Bertie.”

The one spin I’ll throw on this is that, sometimes, it’s best to write to one person in your specific audience. Not Warren Buffett’s sisters. For example, The Economist, an academic magazine with long-form articles, once ran a billboard that said:

A poster should contain no more than eight words, which is the maximum the average reader can take in at a single glance. This, however, is a poster for Economist readers.

Lastly, multitasking is a myth. I’m sure you’ve discovered this by now.

If I’m typing out a text, I may be aware that my wife is talking. But I’m not actually hearing what she’s saying. No matter how hard I try to fake it. And if I try talking to her about our dinner plans, I’ll end up typing “Greek food” into my text.

It’s the same idea with your writing. When you’re drafting, draft. Just get your thoughts onto the page, no matter how ugly it looks. When you’re editing, edit. Restructure your content with the bottom line up front, make sure there’s a logical flow, then make a second round of edits to clean up grammar, structure, and so on.

Drafting is about creativity. Editing is about clarity.

If you try to get both of these benefits at once, you end up with neither. Focus on one at a time; you’ll fall in love with writing.


How to Avoid Screwing Up Executive-Level Meetings

Executive meetings are high stakes. I mean, you haven’t really sold enterprise if you’ve never sweat through your shirt before an exec-level meeting. It’s a rite of passage.

It’s rare for a rep to spend more than an hour or two with an executive. Yet, every minute together will play an outsized role in the deal’s outcome. This combination of limited time and large influence makes for high anxiety and low confidence.

When your champions bring you into this type of meeting—or you’re working to develop the executive into your champion—you’ve got to be on top of your game. I’ve screwed up my fair share of these precious few minutes, much to the chagrin of past champions. So in this chapter, we’ll dig into an end-to-end process to help you nail your next executive-level meeting.

When executed well, executive meetings are a massive unlock in the buying process. Because each minute you spend with an executive is worth 16x more than every minute spent with the rest of the buying team.

You can ignore this paragraph if you don’t like math. The Pareto rule is what drives this figure of 16x. You’ll spend 20% of your sales time (often less) with the person holding 80% of the decision power. So, this “influence-to-time” ratio of 80:20 is 4. If you flip this around, and look at the influence-to-time ratio of others on the buying team, it’s 20:80, or 0.25. Which makes an executive minute 16x more powerful.

So, it’s fair to say executive-level interactions are a “big deal.”

The logical question, then, is how do you make the most of those minutes?




Pre-Meeting Must-Dos

Fail to plan, plan to fail, as the saying goes. So, here’s what you’ll want to do before the meeting. After, you’ll feel as ready as an Olympic sprinter who spent four years training for a 10-second race. Without spending four years preparing.

1. Refine the narrative you crafted with your champion.

Executives are in the business of setting a big vision and seeing it through. Building a narrative, and communicating it to their team over and over again, is the executive’s main tool to make that vision real. Generally, they’re thinking about:

	Seismic shifts in an industry 


	Looming and existential risks 


	Massive, untapped opportunities 


Make sure these are the focal points in your narrative, too. If an executive isn’t intrigued by your high-level narrative, they won’t go deeper on how to operationalize it (with your product). To recap, the key here is linking your narrative to the existing stories and “trigger phrases” they’re already sold on.

2. Compress your narrative into a strategic soundbite.

Enterprise reps become crazy good at distilling lots of information into a few sentences. No matter how complex the topic or how short the meeting. They can deliver their core message in two to three sentences, max.

Looking back on my career, I spent a year building valuation models to tell a company how much its intellectual property was worth. Each model was a giant spreadsheet that turned thousands and thousands of pages of data from legal documents into one number.

“Your wireless technology is worth $4.00 per unit.”

That one line would be the result of three months of work, lots of takeout, and a hundred Excel tabs. It was incredible training for selling later in my career. Squeezing a whole lot of information into just a few sentences creates density. Your message will carry more weight when the executive picks it up.

Another way to think about this is compressing a 100 MB file down to 10 MB. You can send it over email without losing any context, quality, or clarity.

The way you’ll learn to do this (without swimming through Excel tabs for a year) is by creating a “strategic soundbite.” Here’s the fill-in-the-blanks formula:

Because of [a massive, industry-wide shift], now is the time to [respond with this nonobvious approach]. When you do, [good outcomes help key metrics]. If you don’t, [bad, costly problems continue].

Most of us can only retain a few sentences worth of information after a few weeks go by. So, this soundbite is the single, most important thing you want the executive to hear, retain, and repeat. It’s built around the universal structure of a good story, and stories serve as adhesive for the human memory.

The essence of a good story is a character, who faces a significant challenge with high stakes, which will either end in comedy or tragedy. If you try placing your deal inside this structure, is your story interesting enough to engage with?

3. Follow the 25% rule for material prep.

Any materials you’re creating should take roughly 25% of the meeting time. For an hour-long meeting, that’s 15 minutes. This includes scripted demos. Or just seven minutes for the standard, 30-minute call.

That’s because executive meetings always go off-agenda. Executives always:

	Have strong opinions about where they’d like to take the conversation. 


	Are used to setting and controlling the agenda. 


	Speak directly and work efficiently. 


Which means you need to give yourself enough whitespace to adapt. Room to contain the conversations you can’t control, no matter how much you prepare.

4. Lock down the executive whisperer’s support.

A small handful of people typically hold a “no-questions-asked” level of trust with executives. If they nod “yes” during your meeting, it gives the executive the confidence to push forward. They’ll grow committed to exploring your project more deeply. If you don’t get the nod, well, get ready for an uphill battle.

If the executive whisperer isn’t already your champion, meet them ahead of time to ask:

	What area of this project gives you the most concern? 


	If it were to go off the rails, why do you think that would be? 


Address their concerns before you all get in the room together.

5. Attach a short memo to the invite as a pre-read.

“If you have a pre-read, don’t forget to attach it to the invite.”

This has become one of my favorite, nontraditional practices. An executive assistant taught it to me. She was helping me set up a conversation with the SVP for a top-five insurance company (we landed a multiyear deal, which I attribute to her in large part).

Here’s how it works:

	Set your calendar invite to start at :05 after. 


	Attach your one-page business case to the invite. 


	Let their assistant know there’s a pre-read. 


	Join the call at :05 after and dig in. 


The other reason this works? Executives are sharp. They think clearly and process information far faster than the pace of a typical sales conversation. Sharing a pre-read—without expecting any “homework” to be done—tees up the topic so you can both drive toward what’s most important.

Not every executive will be a fan. So, ask their assistant or your champion while setting up the invite to make sure it lines up with what’s most helpful for them.




A Minute-By-Minute Meeting Breakdown

Overall, you want to make sure each minute of your meeting relates to an outcome the executive cares about. Here’s how to structure your time together to that end.

(Minutes :00–:05) Deliver a Nonobvious Insight

Executives decide whether you’re more or less interesting than the other topics and priorities on their minds during the first minutes of your meeting. This means you need to earn their attention, fast.

Delivering a different and nonobvious take on a topic they care about is how you’ll do this. This can be done in your pre-read. It should be baked into your narrative and soundbite. But to be sure you can hold their attention, fill in this sentence:

Most people believe _________, but actually, ___________.

(Minutes :05–:10) Adapt to Their Quirks

Every executive is a little odd in their own way. They develop a certain style of working over the years. You don’t make it to the top of a multinational corporation without being unique in some way. Your job is to understand and adapt to those quirks.

For example, I’ve had meetings with executives who:

	Cut me off, constantly. The CEO of a large payments platform would show he was engaged by trying to finish my sentences. He wasn’t rude. He was excited. So, I learned to speak in short, fast sentences to let him jump in. 


	Refused to look at my slides. She sat with her back to the screen in the conference room. Eventually, she asked me to shut down the screen share altogether. She was more interested in hearing the heart of my message than seeing any visuals. 


	Objected to everything. Especially the points he agreed with. He was an intellectual, who wanted to explore the boundaries of others’ opinions. So, it was impossible to get through a meeting without feeling like an utter failure. 


The next time you feel your discussion is going off the rails, consider that every meeting with the executive may unfold this way. If you’re not sure how to adapt to their style, try posing a question to your champion to watch how they interact, then follow their lead.

(Minutes :10–:20) Confirm or Correct Your Narrative

At this point, you’re deep enough into the conversation that you’ll start uncovering what the executive thinks. Your goal is to figure out what in your initial point of view they:

	Confirm. What’s resonating, and what they’re on board with. 


	Correct. What they disagree with, and why. 


Either outcome is productive.

And, beware. This is where the most deadly sin is committed—not answering the question. Dave Kellogg, a career executive with 10 years’ experience at both the CEO and CMO role, says it this way:

The best thing you can do in front of a senior executive is answer the question.

Question: On a scale of 1–10 how is the team working?

	Bad Answer: “Well, you know, the people have been trying hard, things haven’t been perfect, but the team has really been pulling together lately, and I think things are improving. We’ve filled the open headcount and are making real progress.” 


	What the Executive Hears: Blah, blah, blah this fool is not answering my question blah, blah, blah. 


	Good Answer: “7.” 


	Best Answer. “7, but there [are] one or two key problems to work out.” 


You should answer the question because the executive wants it answered. You should answer it succinctly because there is a 90% chance they have a line of questioning prepared and want to move through it quickly. I believe the last answer, above, is best because:

	It answers the question. 


	It’s succinct and doesn’t interrupt a potential line of questioning. 


	It leaves a thread to pull if they so desire. 


Simple hedging can be used to leave such threads open and avoid the huge disclaimers that people often insert before answering questions.

(Minutes :20–:25) Frame Up the Decision Path

At this point, the executive will be considering:

	Does this help develop or distract from my goals? 


	Is it important enough that I’d replace a current priority with this? 


	If so, who from my team do I need to delegate this to? 


Remember, executives think in terms of choices and tradeoffs. The higher the goal, the more choices that exist. Of course, not everything is a binary choice. But the point is this:

You need to understand if the executive believes the cost of the problem you solve, and the payoff you can unlock, is greater than the cost or potential upside of all other priorities.

To discover if you’re truly aligned on priorities, frame up a choice for them:

Are there certain projects this discussion will need to take a backseat to?

This phrasing assumes there may be larger priorities in play and allows the executive to correct you if it’s not the case.

(Minutes :25–:30) Confirm Owners & Outcomes

At this stage, you’ll want to confirm if your conversation met the executive’s desired outcome. Did you clearly map each minute to the goal they care about? If so, the most likely outcome is an internal referral. That referral is worth its weight in gold because it brings priority with it. “Do this, because it matters.”

The key here is to ensure you have a specific name to work with, not a general action:

	Bad: “We’ll just need to make sure you pass our security requirements.” 


	Good: “Jon Clark is our VP of info security. We need him to send you our evaluation forms.” 


(Minutes :00–:30) Work on a Team, Not an Island

Throughout the meeting, you should be able to answer every question in a way that creates intrigue and respect—but don’t expect yourself to do this alone.

Lean on your own team and champions along the way. Have your own executives in the room, ready to talk about your narrative. Ask champions to share why they believe in you. Your job is to facilitate the discussion, not be the main voice in the room.

(Post Meeting) Use No-Response-Needed Updates

Executive meetings typically kick off a new set of internal communications to the buying team, like internal referrals. As you work through the next steps, keep the executive posted on the latest progress—while minimizing the work required from them—using updates that don’t require a reply.

You can literally say:

[Executive], no reply needed here—just keeping you in the loop.

We also have Y planned for next week and will update you after.

We’re continuing to make good progress on X.

Executives like to feel that they’re in the know and in control of what’s happening. This type of email creates this sense and builds the trust that you’re moving the ball forward.

By the way, this is also a good question for the end of a meeting. “How would you like us to keep you updated?”

Finally, remember that in this process, you’re stepping into someone else’s house. You’re a short-term guest. But your champions will live with the executive long after you’ve left.

So, your main goal in all of this is to create more internal standing for them. You’ll know you’ve done your job if, after your meeting, your champion shares they’re grateful you were part of the conversation. Just like you’d feel if you went to a wedding and brought John Legend with you to sing to the bride and groom. Amazing.


Multithreading & Navigating Dysfunctional Buying Groups

At this point, things are looking up.

You’ve built a champion, or a few. Crafted a narrative. Engaged an executive. Secured their sponsorship. As you push deeper into the buying process, you’ll see the buying committee balloon and the complexity of selling to a group kick in.

One of the main reasons for that complexity is because committee members don’t move in sync. Their “contact stages” don’t line up with their “deal stage.”

This is also why so many enterprise reps whiff on their forecast. They base the deal stage (and therefore, close probability) on a small subset of engaged contacts—like champions—instead of grounding their forecast in group behaviors.

We said earlier that buyers buy in ways which don’t align with the typical CRM. For example:

	Problem aware 


	Commitment to act 


	Forming an approach 


	Developing requirements 


	Selecting a preferred vendor, etc. 


If you apply these stages to a buying committee, you’ll get a manager who’s selecting a vendor, a VP who’s debating the right approach, a problem-aware operations team who’s uncommitted, and an executive who’s focused on an entirely different priority.

All inside a single deal record.

My champion’s running pricing up the flagpole, so we’re at a 50% probability, is something I’ve said about many deals. Which subsequently exploded. Your champion may be all-in, but if the committee around them doesn’t even agree on the problem, you’re back at step one (champions always move faster than groups reach consensus, by the way).

If this sounds eerily descriptive of your pipeline, it’s time to move a few deal records backward. We also said earlier that we like to think of our pipeline as a one-way flow. But that one-way flow is more like a river—it curves and often backtracks. Moving a deal backward drives sales leadership nuts. But if it’s reality, it’s better to be accurate than to commit to what won’t close.

Okay, selling groups and keeping them in sync is hard. So, what can help?

This is where Buyer Enablement steps up like Michael Jordan in the NBA Finals.

Threading the Needle & Tying Contacts Together

Clearly, multithreading is a must when developing complex deals. But threading the needle between a dozen different contacts’ goals and incentives is tough stuff.

The place to start is getting as clear as the waters in the Caribbean about how you help each stakeholder in the buying group. A phrase that ties everyone together is: “Which means.”

Here’s an example. Let’s say your product automates the process of tracking former users who recently changed jobs and could champion your product for their new company. Use “which means” to create a link from:

1. Daily users → 2. Directors & champions → 3. Deciders & executives

While stating the problem, you could say:

	Reps spend more time prospecting than managing pipeline, which means… 


	Sales directors don’t have pipeline coverage to hit team quota, which means… 


	The SVP will miss their goal of returning 4x each seller’s fully loaded cost. 


While framing the product’s value, you could say:

	Reps are able to engage warm leads who already know their value, which means… 


	Sales directors always see a healthy pipeline coverage ratio, which means… 


	The SVP hits every per-rep target in their financial model. 


So now, you’ve picked out the thread you’ll use to unite everyone.

Next, it’s time to work with your champion to build the buying committee. Assuming you’ve picked up strong signals that you do in fact have a committed champion after testing them (covered in Part 1), you should have hit a tipping point. Your conversations should be shifting from “Why work together?” to “How do we work together?”

You could also say that a champion helping you multithread is the best test of commitment. However, the “Three T’s” have to be in place first:

	Trust. They believe you can help and will do right by them. 


	Teamwork. They believe they’re better off working with you than without you. 


	Transparency. They don’t feel the need to hide anything from you. 


Because the Three T’s are what your champions are testing you for.

In the words of a senior marketing director for one of the world’s most iconic outdoor brands:

Look, I know what’s going to resonate with my boss Dana and her boss Cameron far more than most sales reps I meet. So during my sales calls, I’m asking the rep some questions I already know the answers to, just to see how they answer.

Do they share things in a way that’s going to appeal to Dana? Or do they jump in with something that sounds canned? When they tell me something new, even though I thought I already had the answers to my question, that’s a good sign.

They’re sounding like they should be there when I talk to Dana. Like, things will go better with them instead of me talking to her alone. But if their answer sounds too, well you know, like a salesperson, I just tell myself, “I got this,” and disappear for a few weeks. Then I’ll pop back up and get the contract.

The question she and other buyers ask themselves is, “Am I better off in a meeting with you than without you?” If not, then “I got this” will be one reason you’re not multithreading.

When you pass your champions’ test, start weaving language into your conversations that identifies and invites the right people into the buying circle. For example:
 

	Who else might this project impact that hasn’t had a chance to weigh in yet? 


	Who do you typically count on in a meeting to share a strongly held opinion? 


	Is there someone you often turn to for advice on new projects? 


That last question is particularly helpful because it draws out contacts from the “shadow org chart” and into your committee. It captures the reality that influence isn’t found in:

	Hierarchies 


	Formal approvals 


	Structured process 


It’s more often found in:

	Social capital 


	Internal reputation 


	Back-channeled conversations 


Finding and adding high-influence (they can change internal direction) and high-incentive (they’re personally aligned with your deal) contacts to your committee is key.

Now, you can also proactively multithread in parallel to conversations with your champion.

I’ve worked on several deals involving multiple different business units—for example, with a large health insurance company that included the digital innovation team, provider team, patient team, and a subset of the finance team—so our group calls would start with introductions. Not for me. But for them. To meet each other for the very first time.

Your champion can’t introduce you to someone they don’t know. So, it’s your job to come alongside them with research and outreach to new contacts who need to be involved. Invitational language for this might sound like:

[New contact], I was hoping to include you in a conversation about [internal priority] with the [business unit] team next week. Would it make sense for you to weigh in on this?

If this doesn’t sound relevant for you now, all good — [your business unit] tends to be closest to this topic at first, so I thought I’d reach out.

Even if that contact doesn’t take you up on the invitation, nobody was ever mad they were invited into the process early. It can only help, especially if they do end up playing a role in the buying committee later. They’ll remember your invite.

“Let us sync up internally and get back to you.”

You probably hear this from your prospects daily. So if it feels like you’ve hit a snag in the thread, here’s a graceful way to avoid that dead end to a conversation. Without being the pushy rep saying, “Okay… but how’s next Friday?”

Let’s take an example. Say you’re selling marketing attribution software here. Here’s how the conversation would unfold:

You: “I imagine you’ll want to sync with your team before we meet again. Can you think of a scenario where it doesn’t make sense for us to meet again?”

(Flip the framing to suggest a follow-up makes sense, while giving them a choice and sense of control.)

Them: “Oh, umm…”

(Most people will need a moment to think. “We’ll get back to you” is often a reflex to prevent feeling sold.)

Them: “Yeah, if my VP doesn’t prioritize attribution in tomorrow’s planning session, then this will get kicked out by a few months.”

You: “Makes sense. How likely is it that attribution doesn’t make the cut?”

(Don’t sleep on a chance to use next steps for more discovery.)

Them: “Pretty unlikely, I’ve been pushing on this for a while. I think she’s heard me.”

You: “Gotcha, so if attribution is a confirmed priority, then it makes sense to meet again. So, how about updating our invite for the same time next week, and you can decline it if attribution gets cut from the priority list?”

(Your follow-up meeting is now linked to the most likely internal scenario that your buyer’s pushing to make happen.)

Them: “Yeah, seems fine to me.”

By the way, you can also set up that next conversation in a way that multithreads with their VP. Without having to go over the first contact’s head (it’s always better to work with them, not around them, when you can).

This would sound something like:

You mentioned needing to keep [VP] posted, and it’s always helpful when we’re all on the same thread as questions or changes come up.

So, I can either write them a quick update cc’ing you and [your exec], or I can send it to you, so you can add and forward on while cc’ing us.

What would you be more comfortable with?

The reason this works is that your access to a buyer’s team often mirrors their access to your team.

	Bring an executive; meet their executive. 


	Bring a technical team; meet their technical team. 


	Collaborate with your team; multithread with theirs. 


	Operate in your own silo; they will too. 


In other words, do the same thing you’re asking your buyer to do. Sell with your own internal team, too.

If you continue to hit a wall, and it feels like your (potential) champion is guarding access to their team, something you may need to keep in mind is the feeling, “I live here, you don’t.”

Here’s how one buyer—who owns $15 million worth of IT spend for a Fortune 500 software company—put it to me.

I have a bare minimum of 5 people I need to get on board with any new purchase or upgrade we make. That means cashing in some of the chips I’ve been saving up. So I weigh how pressing this thing is against how much convincing I have to do, and how loud anyone against the project will be, to figure out if it’s worth it.

The thing is, long after the rep for this deal leaves, I still live here.

So my concern is less about the dollars in the budget. It’s the other kind of “chips” I’ll be spending along the way. And I spend those chips at every step in the process. Even if we don’t get to a signed agreement where money changes hands. If I think I’ll need to make a bigger ask on another project later, or if I’m burning too much goodwill in the process, I’m out.

The point? It costs your champion something to sell with you—their social capital—regardless of whether or not your deal gets done. Which means they should be getting something in return at each step, too. This point deserves its own chapter, so we’ll go deeper on it shortly.

First, we need to talk about the other side of the coin: When it feels like you’ve hit a roadblock with the committee, but actually, the path to change is clearing up.

Stoking & Solving Buying Group Conflict

If your sale feels too smooth, there’s a good chance your champions are managing the internal consensus-building process alone. They’re sanding down the points of friction to keep your deal gliding along. Because the reality is someone always has a different opinion.

You don’t want to leave champions to find and disarm those counterpoints alone. Instead, you want to ask questions that invite you into the process.

Kind of like when my dad told my mom he’d be happy to join her on a trip to Miami that she was planning. Before they were dating. Even though she didn’t ask him to join. Yet, she let him join, and they’re still madly in love over 40 years later. I exist because of his self-invitation. So, mastering this skill can be both career and life-changing.

Encourage dissent and help the buying committee find consensus by saying:

Seems like everything’s moving forward smoothly, so I’m wondering, is there someone on your team who you think might be willing to disagree with us, so we can be sure we have a good fit?

The key to this phrasing is “willing to disagree.” You’re asking for a nomination. Someone who would be so kind as to play the role of devil’s advocate. Which is a practice I’ve used with my own internal teams. If we’re launching a new project, we ask someone to poke holes in the plan to make sure it stays on track.

Guess who ends up filling the role? The strongest critic.

You might also try saying:

It doesn’t seem like [contact] fully agrees with this point. Is there something you feel we might have missed considering?

The idea here is getting to the decision-maker is a myth. There’s never one decision-maker because of all the people who can say no. While there may be a single “economic buyer” who signs the contract, everyone in the committee who can say no is a decision-maker.

“No” is a pretty clear decision just the same as “yes.”

So as the committee grows, bring dissent into the open. It’s there whether you’re a part of solving it or not.

Alright. Now back to a topic that we covered earlier—remember the cognitive biases we talked about? There are two that can sneak up on you here:

	The false consensus effect. Which leads people to overestimate just how much others actually agree with them.
  
	The transparency illusion. Which causes us to believe that others know the full scope of what we’re thinking. 


Champions fall prey to both of these when they believe the rest of the buying team is on the same page as them, when in fact, others may not understand why they believe in your deal so strongly. A question like this can help pull your champion out of that illusion:

It seems like you want others to want this more than they do. If that’s a fair characterization, how do you think we could help them see what you see?

Or, you can try labeling someone who seemed to be scrolling LinkedIn during the last call:

Seems like [contact] could be happy with any outcome to our conversations. Whether we move forward or not. Is there something missing from this project that you think means this isn’t a must-have for them?

This is particularly key if who you’re calling out is a “high influence” contact.

One other group dynamic to be aware of: the spokesperson.

Groups tend to funnel their objections through one person. This person dominates group conversations, fills silence with answers, and asks the lion’s share of a group’s questions.

That’s not necessarily a bad thing, but it does create some nuance, because it’s common for the spokesperson to proactively raise issues they think the group will bring up. They’ll think, I know Casey’s going to be nervous about X, so let me find out more.

In this case, shift your posture from selling to the spokesperson to selling with them. Show them how to communicate with “Casey” in this example when you’re not around. This is critical because skeptics always hold more power than advocates. Their concerns are weighed more heavily than benefits are, so they can quickly tip the decision scales in the wrong direction.

Plus, it’s easier for skeptics to withhold objections during sales conversations. They’re most likely to share them during internal conversations happening about you, without you.

Here’s an example of how working with the spokesperson will sound:

Spokesperson: It seems like the implementation process is going to be pretty distracting.

Rep: From our last conversation, it sounded like Casey, not you, will take point during the setup process. Is that still the case?

Spokesperson: Right, I’m not going to be involved very much during the first few weeks.

Rep: Gotcha. I can see how, from Casey’s perspective, this will feel like a distraction, while you’re feeling excited for everything that comes after.

If I was part of your next conversation with Casey, here’s what I’d want her to know…

And by the way, the word “distraction” makes me think Casey may not fully see the link between this project and the priority [executive] already set. So, I’d also communicate…

Lastly, if you’re still hitting unresolved conflict or indecision, you might need to step back to see if something’s changed about the problem or its level of priority.

In complex deal cycles that stretch up to a year or longer, anything can happen. You’re more likely to hit turbulent air and get rerouted while flying from London to Los Angeles than from Los Angeles to San Diego.

The Many Dysfunctions of a Group

Conflict is healthy, but if you find that the buying committee keeps expanding, it’s a sign of dysfunction. You’re too multithreaded. To keep the committee functional, you’ll want to assemble and maintain a “minimally viable” committee. Just enough people to confirm the problem, create a use case, and clear the contract.

If the circle swells to any more than is strictly necessary, then it’s a canary in the coal mine. It signals undetected disaster if you put your head down and keep chipping away.

While a dead canary tipped off coal miners that carbon monoxide was leaking into the mine (up until the 1980s when the practice was stopped), ever-growing committees can tip off sellers that low decision confidence is plaguing the group—the very emotion you want the buying process infused with.

A morose analogy, to be sure.

But when you see this happening in your deals, it should shock you.

So why does this happen? Aside from the Ringleman effect (the tendency to do less work as more members join a group, while “piggybacking” on others’ contributions), it’s because we all do one of two things when we’re not feeling confident: 
 

	We continue to seek more and more input. We’re drifting around undecided, drowning in our own doubt but unwilling to commit. So, we swim around looking for more feedback and optimism to keep us afloat.
  
	We let others decide for us. Which shifts the blame. If I let you make the call, and things go south, then ultimately, it’s your fault. Not mine. Remember the idea that enterprise employees internalize the fine art of avoiding failure? 


The reason this creates risk in your deal? You’re increasing the number of people who can say no but not yes.

Pair this with the enterprise’s default decision—to do nothing—and you can see why close rates plummet as committees grow. Specifically, here’s how purchase likelihood shrinks as stakeholders increase:

	1 stakeholder: 81% 


	2 stakeholders: 55% 


	3 stakeholders: 60% 


	4 stakeholders: 60% 


	5 stakeholders: 53% 


	6 stakeholders: 31% 


The data stops at six stakeholders, yet the average buying committee rolls 11 contacts deep. So when Challenger, Inc. published this data, I think they didn’t want to scare us with what happens after six.

Here’s the other reason for buying group dysfunction.

As the number of contacts in a deal increases, you’ll start to introduce a second type of problem. Drama. Remember the Problem Statement section? That’s the first type of problem. Which means that now, you have two types of problems:

	Math problems 


	Drama 


If you’re not finding and working through both types of problems, your deal’s at risk. Here’s the difference:

	Math problems have solutions. Drama doesn’t. 


	Math is what you’re selling. Drama is about how you sell. 


	Math is about products that add, subtract, and divide. Drama is about people. 


Once a math problem is solved, it goes away. Meanwhile, drama persists because it’s about the stories we listen to and create for ourselves. Our brains are wired for drama, so it clouds our ability to work through a math problem.

And here’s the thing: math problems go unsolved because of the drama surrounding them.

Here are two examples.

First, a famous example of astronauts and racism.

There’s this movie, Hidden Figures, that’s all about the role three brilliant Black women played during the space race at NASA. At the start of the movie, the women are treated like pariahs. Sideways looks, salty conversation, and schemes to prevent them from doing good work.

In an early scene, one of these women, Katherine Johnson, is sent running a half mile across the NASA compound to use a segregated bathroom for “her kind.”

But later in the movie, astronaut John Glenn says Katherine—who he calls “the smart one”—needs to personally double-check the team’s calculations and the IBM computer’s work before he’ll let NASA launch him into orbit.

So in a twist of fate, a mathematician is sent running across the NASA compound to find Katherine. And later, Katherine cracks an intense math problem to calculate the right approach to help John’s reentry, without him dying.

The two types of problems here are pretty clear:

	The math problem: Katherine uses a formula called “Euler’s method” to crack a complex calculation. It’s literal math written on a massive chalkboard. Addition, subtraction, division. 


	The drama: Until Katherine calls out the drama—overt racism, arrogance, mistrust, and outright emotional abuse—she can’t contribute to solving the math problem. 


Racism wasn’t solved in the movie. But the math problem was—after naming and working through the racial drama inside the committee.

Making sense? Okay, here’s the next idea: drama isn’t a real problem.

As an early startup founder, I might say, “We don’t have enough money to do all these things.” Which leads me to believe, “We’ll never grow as fast as we need to,” and “I’ll be seen as a failure.” But all of that’s just drama. It’s not a problem.

It’s not a problem because there’s no possible solution. The problem is, “How do I meet user need X with just $Y?” And there are lots of ways to go about that.

Usually, drama involves other people’s problems instead. Here’s a real-life case study of this.

The Situation

An outdoor retailer was trying to gear up for the holiday season. They knew they’d get a ton of customer support inquiries asking about the right sizing, gift return policies, gear specifications, and so on.

Last year, they tried to get ahead of the holiday rush by investing in thousands of content pages, to hopefully give customers the information they needed, without overwhelming their support staff with questions. It was a massive project led by the VP of support.

Problem was their customers couldn’t find what they were looking for inside all of that content. So, they’d give up quickly and ask to talk to a human. Which created a backlog of angry customers, lost revenue from bouncing out of the order process, and a whole lot more human staffing costs.

The Math Problem

More customer inquiries than support staff, and longer wait times than patience.

The solution? By adding a new search API that understood the intent of a customer’s question, customers got the right article and help they needed, fast, and without having to talk to a human. Subtracting from the number of inquiries, with the remaining questions easily divided among existing support staff.

The Drama

It took a long time to get to the solution of a relatively simple math problem. The reason? Drama. And lots of it:

	The VP of support was scared her reputation was on the line. She pushed for the big content project and didn’t want to admit it didn’t get the job done. 


	The support manager was fearful for his job. So, he continued telling everyone he was so crazy busy and didn’t have the time to look at a solution, to appear needed and valued. The backlog = job security. 


	The e-commerce director was nervous he wouldn’t hit his order conversion targets and easily shifted the blame to support’s slow response times. 


Notice the drama was doing something for each buyer.

All of this drama boiled down to each committee member’s need to feel safe in their job. Needed in the organization. They were telling themselves stories about their internal reputations rooted in fear and risk.

So when you see a right-fit deal being blocked—especially one with an ROI that’s enough to make any CFO weep tears of joy—it’s likely because the members of the buying team believe they need and want the drama to continue.

And when that’s the case, it’s because you haven’t helped your champion connect how solving the math problem will meet a core need that the drama does.

So, a solution will only come once you’ve pushed back the drama long enough to work the math problem. In this case, it’s helping each buyer believe a new story:

	VP support: “My content project paved the way for this solution to work. I’ll be rewarded and celebrated once we finish the solution.” 


	Support manager: “I’ll be free to work on more meaningful projects valued by our leadership—not just running on a support treadmill every week.” 


	E-commerce director: “I know my team has my back and will come alongside me to make sure I hit my targets.” 


We rarely see drama for what it is when we’re in it. Which is why it’s your job as the seller to label what’s felt and connect it back to the math problem.

I totally learned this framework from my own therapist by the way.

When You Don’t Want to Multithread

To close out this thread, there are a handful of occasions when multithreading is counterproductive.

One case is when you see a buyer triangulating themself in the conversation. Giving someone a clear and direct “no” is uncomfortable. It’s why they deflect to their team.

Sorry it’s taken a while to reply. The rest of our team just hasn’t been very interested.

This means you need to ask a question to separate their interest from their team’s.

Gotcha. How are you feeling about that? Were you wanting your team to want this? It’d be understandable if you weren’t.

Asking helps you determine if there’s a challenge with the committee—or this one contact.

Another occasion is discussing pricing. Holding a group call to discuss pricing is rarely the way to go. The reason? People react how they believe they’re supposed to react in group settings. They’re less likely to share what they truly think. “Will I look like a pushover if I don’t push back on this?”

Besides, you don’t need group approval on price, just to finalize your scope. The first topic depends on budgets. The second depends on needs. Since they’re separate topics, make them separate meetings. You’ll have a more transparent and productive conversation this way. An example of how this might sound is:

[Champion], I’m thinking we have a good handle on the full group’s needs now. It was also helpful to hear [Decider’s] goal on keeping your recurring spend low.

I rolled both of these inputs into a set of contract options for us to look at. Could the three of us put our heads together on feedback this week?

You probably noticed this chapter was very “conversational” in its approach.

There’s also, however, a cheat code for multithreading in writing. It works like a charm, and it’s the first thing we’ll cover in the next chapter: Forwardable Emails.


Making Your Words Travel: Writing for the Mid-Funnel

You just wrapped an incredible call. Your flow was flawless. The conversation engaging. You’re certain this deal will close. But then, it fizzles out. You can’t get a follow-up on the calendar.

One week, then two melt by with no reply. What gives? How did a deal that seemed like a sure thing end up as “closed lost”?

Like we said earlier, your prospect’s biggest problem likely isn’t their boss’s. Which is where the forwardable email comes in. It ties together everyone’s interests to keep your deal moving forward. You’re writing through your champions. Not to them.

It’s the written equivalent of the last chapter you just read on multithreading.

Let’s stick with one of our running examples from earlier chapters. Suppose you’re a rep selling software that lets marketing teams generate qualified leads by researching and writing SEO content for them.

In the forwardable below, you’re writing your prospect Morgan, who’s the marketing manager for a high-growth startup. She wanted a demo of your keyword tool, hoping it would condense a few of her workflows. She’s ambitious and, after a few conversations, becomes a champion for you.

After your first calls, here’s what you’d write to Morgan:

Subject: Content Plan

Morgan, thanks again for the good chat earlier.

You shared some super interesting points—here’s a recap before we chat on Friday:

[1] Your team (especially John) is working to drive CAC below $5K.

[2] The goal is “capital-efficient growth” by 12/31, before a Series B.

[3] I can almost read the press release:

Emergence Capital Leads Whopping $100 million Series B on the Back of Capital-Efficient Growth

[4] To make it happen, you have to ramp SEO content by 10x… but the team’s feeling stretched and unsure how to move forward.

[5] So we built a plan (linked here) for how this can work together.

Guessing John may want to weigh in on our plan too?

Wait a second. Where are the case study links? The product decks and demo recordings?

There’s a time and place for sharing this kind of content, no doubt. But it won’t create a hook that’s interesting enough to start forwarding around to her boss John. Remember that chapter on account mapping? Everything you write should be designed to influence the flow of internal communications.

Instead, you’re helping Morgan grab John’s attention in 100 words (or less), while linking out to the one-page narrative you drafted.

Let’s break down this email into its framework and unpack the principle behind each point.

Subject: Reads like their to-do list

Hi [Name],

[1] Open with a big, company-wide objective that affects everyone.

[2] Insert a trigger phrase that’s familiar to your prospect’s leadership.

[3] Use visual language to share the future and stir emotion.

[4] Build tension. Suggest this future might not happen.

[5] Align your ask with the decider’s job.

1. Think big. Really big.

By now, you should be well aware that executives and key employees think far bigger than associates, managers, and even director-level employees. In this example, Morgan the manager is focused on her content creation workflow, but her CMO John is likely focused on a higher-level metric—like reducing CAC (costs to acquire a customer).

Then, tie this back into a strategic, company-wide initiative. And remember, a single email sent by a high-ranking title that favors (or fights) your deal can be a deciding factor.

2. Insert a trigger phrase.

You’ll have identified this phrase using your Discovery Roadmap and woven this into your narrative. Speak the same dialect of “corporate” in your email, and the reader will see you know them and are relevant to their goals.

Plus, you want to make it unbelievably easy to forward your message around more widely, without forcing your champion to rewrite it or translate your lingo into theirs.

3. Stir up strong emotions with visuals.

Your choice of language should help your champion’s leadership see and step into a clear future (that you enable), while feeling a strong emotion which is part of that future.

This is the idea of the buyer’s emotional journey. Facts communicate information, but feelings create influence. So in the example above, the header to a press release would be easy to visualize and feel for a CMO. Plus, what CMO doesn’t want to have that headline written about them?

4. Create tension through uncertainty.

Every good story is built on tension. No tension, no drama. And no drama, no deal.

So, you need to introduce the strong possibility that the big goal you just referenced is at stake. If there’s a real threat to the bright future an executive was just envisioning, then they’re more likely to step into your deal personally. This is key to bridging the first and second stages of your deal: going from the champion to a company-wide opportunity.

Functional problems like “streamlining content production” can be handled by a marketing manager. But that same problem, shared in the context of sky-high CAC that makes investors frown, becomes an executive issue.

5. Make the right ask.

Look at the last three internal emails you received. Now, compare them to your sales emails. How does each email end? Generally, sales emails ask for time. “How does a 30-minute call next Thursday work?” While internal emails are more likely to reference a request for feedback or to add a discussion item to an existing meeting—a weekly one-on-one, standing business unit meeting, and so on.

This is how the email above closes. It references what “John” would typically be doing—guiding a key conversation with critical feedback—during an upcoming call.

More Principles for Forward-Worthy Follow-Up

Mediocre email content makes up a large chunk of your buyer’s experience in between your meetings. The typical mid-funnel email is totally forgettable.

That’s because most reps create them with tired old templates and stale snippets. I’m talking about automated sequences, checking-in emails, and “Thoughts?” bumps. They’re easy, I know. You already have them set up in your sales engagement platform, I know.

But if you’re working to level up and land larger deals, it’s time to leave those behind. The higher the contract value, the higher the bar for thoughtful follow-up.

Beyond the forwardable email, here’s a set of general principles for making your follow-up forward-worthy. I’d recommend putting this book down for a minute, finding the last five follow-up emails you sent, then reading this section with them pulled up.

1. Introduce new information.

Those last few emails you sent, were you rehashing what’s already been said? Or introducing new information? When you continually add something new to the conversation, you’re building up a sense of curiosity. A feeling that “Every time I hear from [your name], I learn something.”

Think of a kid on Christmas morning. Ready to open up their present and see what’s inside. That’s the feeling you want to recreate when a buyer sees your name in their inbox. Here’s how this might read:

Subject: Forgot to Mention


[Name], great catching up. Something I forgot to mention and wanted to add: 
Most people believe they’ll make back the lost revenue from end-of-quarter discounts through a bump in close rates. But this study just dropped, with new data showing a 15% dip in lifetime value over the customer base (top of page 3, attached). 

Pretty interesting in the context of the checkout process we looked at on your site.


– Rep 

This is particularly important for long cycles where interest tends to decrease, not increase, with time.

2. Don’t make your buyers work for it.

A typical follow-up email has a stack of links, padded with pleasant comments on both sides. The problem with this (besides a heavy focus on the product alone) is “link-stacking” puts all the work back on your buyer.

The way it reads to them is:

Hi guys, this email took me two minutes to generate.

Because most of it is just a bunch of standard links:

– Product deck link
– Long demo recording
– Case study link
– Case study link

Thanks for digging through these links.

Hopefully you can hunt down some takeaways from them.

Thanks, and hope to close this deal soon.

If that sounds a bit harsh, that’s the idea. You’re capable of writing a far more effective email. In the words of one finance director for a Series C startup, “Please don’t send me on a treasure hunt.”

Here’s the full excerpt from our interview, where she described her experience buying a financial planning software:

Their process of following up with me I thought was good, but it wasn’t great. They shared links to short videos, case studies, and our demo recording, inside what was basically a little landing page with a bunch of PDFs in there too.

But it was still a whole stack of PDFs that we had to like, sift through, and I was like, oh my, there are 12 docs in here! So I was like, nobody will want to read all this. I just need just a small chunk of this to show some other people.

So I ended up on this treasure hunt, excerpting a couple of lines from different PDFs here and there. And I mean, I’m not in sales, but I don’t think you want to force someone to go on a treasure hunt like that.

The way to fix this? Pair your buyer’s words, captured in thoughtful notes, with a good framework. Think of it like that old game I referenced earlier—Mad Libs. You’re filling in a storyline that’s easy to read and delivers the one thing they need to focus on.

If you’re not feeling like you have a good fallback framework, use this one. I first shared it on an episode of Lavender.ai’s YouTube channel, built by blending the narrative structure and forwardable framework we covered earlier:

[1] Reframe the problem.

[2] Describe a logical approach and why they believe it’ll work.

[3] Create tension (if we do this, good things; if not, bad things).

[4] How you(r product) delivers on creating the good.

[5] Call to action based on how your email needs to travel.

With an example:

Hey all, you mentioned that instead of reducing headcount, you’re trying to increase quality leads to get topline revenue back on track.

Your thought is more product education upfront = faster sales cycles = more reps hitting quota. Ideally, this drops your sales cycles from 60 days to 40 days.

(Love how Will shared he’d use his extra commission to buy his kiddo a battery-powered Jeep.)

If we can’t get this done by Q4, you mentioned there’re going to be some tough choices.

To avoid this while dropping cycle times, see ACME’s story here (similar data product).

By the way, you mentioned marketing owns site changes—think we could get Steph’s input on this next Friday?

If you’re open to it, try out the framework this week. See how it works for you.

3. Address the immediate.

Try to write down your buyer’s to-do list for the week. What does it say? Now, look back at your emails. What do they say? If there’s no crossover, time to edit your content.

When your follow-up proves you understand (and can address) what’s most pressing to your buyer, they’ll trust you with their time. Speak to their greatest priority today, get prioritized on their calendar tomorrow.

Yet, most follow-ups read like a rote reminder. “If they didn’t book a follow-up five days after the demo, bump this up.” But the reality is your prospects don’t forget to follow up with you. So, they don’t need a reminder. Instead, they’re de-prioritizing the people who aren’t helping them get their job done.

There’s a mental calculation of, “Will the value I get from this interaction be worth the time I’ll invest into it?” For example, if you need your champion to organize a call with three senior-level people—thousands of dollars’ worth of time plus social capital invested—but your value only comes after a potential purchase six months later, why reply now?

That’s why the meeting itself, and the process of setting it up, has to be valuable.

And hey, look, I get it. You hear the advice all the time. “Add value!” So, let’s go through a few practical examples. Here’s an example called the idea email:

Subject: Idea, [Job to be Done]

[Name], last we spoke, [their problem] was a big focus.

I was just discussing [content/resource/tool] and thought of you.

Still working on [goal related to the challenge]? If so, check this out [link].

From what I’m seeing, I have an idea for how you could use it too.

If it’s still relevant, let’s catch up.

– Rep

The elements in this email are:

	Recall a past topic. 


	Align it with a tool or idea. 


	Confirm it’s still a priority. 


	Give proof your idea is helpful. 


Here’s a spin on this, taking the same concept and applying it in a different way. It’s the “Account Team → Rep → Buyer” email, and it’s crazy effective when executed well. Here’s how to use it for a high-value, late-stage deal.

	Partner with your account team (could be a CSM, AM, or solutions engineer). 


	Pick a few late-stage deals and detail the customer’s current state. 


	Find one way you both can help the buyer today. 


	Give your team this email to send to you (the rep). 


	Forward that email on to your buyer. 


Take this example. Let’s say you’re selling to an operations team who doesn’t have a master data hierarchy, which throws off their segmentation, causing all kinds of customer issues. So, you and your team modify a sample hierarchy from another account and schedule a working session to refine it with them.

Here’s what your account team would send you to forward to them:

Subject: Meeting [Buyer’s Name]

Hey [Sales Rep], how’s it going with [Prospect]?

I know they’re not a customer or anything yet. But from what you shared, I can’t wait to work with them.

Think they’d be open to connecting with me next week?

Most [role, e.g., marcomm] teams at this stage [problem, e.g., don’t have a master data hierarchy].

Since that’s the case for them too, we can use this [framework] to start building theirs out.

It’ll either make their onboarding easier or help them out even if they don’t end up working with us.

Think they’d be open to it?

– Account team

It’s effective because I can almost guarantee no competitor is doing this; it shows your buyers there’s a whole team thinking about them, and it actually “adds value.” Plus, it sets up a smooth handoff and implementation.

By the way, if you use this for multiple deals, use some of that commission check to send your colleague dinner. Or something to say you appreciate them and their teamwork.

Here’s a final, related thought on this.

Reciprocity is real. When buyers see you going to bat for them, they’re likely to show up for you. So, work with your team to create some type of exclusive offer. Something you can keep in your back pocket for when you need a more creative follow-up idea.

It has to be something you’re not technically supposed to do—and couldn’t do for every account—but you’re able to get away with it for a large deal or a key logo.

That might look like opening a sandbox account, running a sample report, or anything that helps your buyer experience your value, de-risk their decision, and gain access that’s not available to everyone.

4. Write long, then cut it down.

The next time you’re drafting a follow-up email, pause and count up the words. How many words did you write? Less than 200? Then keep writing. It’s pretty easy to write a short “Just checking in” message. It takes more thought to write out 200 words.

Written over 200 words without any fluff? Great. Now, cut it down to 50.

It’s like Blaise Pascal once said, “I would have written a shorter letter, but I didn’t have the time.” People want the 50-word email, but with all the value of a 200-word message.

5. Pass the weird test.

It’s a simple test. Just one question long: Would it be totally weird for someone else to read this message if I accidentally sent it to the wrong contact?

If yes, you pass. Send it. If not, you failed the test. Edit the message, then repeat the test.

Here’s the point. Once you’ve met someone, even if it’s a short conversation, you know something about that person. Your notes from past conversations are the inputs to make your message so specific that it’d be weird for anyone else to read it.

The same test applies to gifting. When you get to know your buyers on a human level, send them a gift that speaks to that. No mugs, no notebooks. It should scream, “I see you.”

For example, one of my buyers absolutely loved Chinese takeout food. So, I sent them a “Make Your Own Fortune Cookies Kit.” That would be a pretty weird gift to send to any other prospect, right?

Sidenote: if you’re reading this and manage a sales team, give your reps a fixed amount they can spend each quarter on gifts without any approval needed.

6. Have fun with it.

Taking a page from Amazon’s notebook, I’ve pre-written a press release for multiple deals to showcase a future breakthrough they’d reach as a result of working together. I’d go to the “Press” or “News” section on their website, mirror the format of past releases, and insert new content into it.

On a handful, I bought a $10 domain—companyname-wins.com—to host the release.

I’ve also had fun ghostwriting what appeared to be an all-staff email coming from my champions’ CEO, and then forwarding it to them. I’d copy and paste their email signature into a new message, update the name and title to look like it came from their CEO, and in a forwarded timestamp.

Then in the body of the email, I’d write an “employee update” congratulating our champion on a recent achievement (which we’d help enable).

7. Ask your team to critique your email.

Your own team is filled with people who think like and do the same job as your prospects. Plus, they have a natural incentive to help you improve your messaging. So, the idea here is:

	Selling to developers? Show your developers. 
	Selling to marketing? Show your marketers. 
	Selling to finance? Show your finance team. 
	Selling to HR? Show your HR team. 
	Selling to CS? Show your CS team. 


You could also go a step further and cowrite an email with your marketing team, asking to feature your buyer in an upcoming blog post or content piece:

Subject: Guest Interview?

[Name], thought of you while chatting with our marketing team this week.

They’re looking to feature a [job role] in an upcoming article they’re writing.

If you’re up for it, they’d love to set up a guest interview with you.

You’d share tips and an insider’s take on [relevant topic] you’ve picked up.

What do you think?

If you’re working with a senior-level contact, who doesn’t love to showcase their smarts? You’ll want to check with marketing first, but chances are good they’d love to have an industry voice in their content.

It’s a small step toward working together and meeting others around your company.

8. Remember this when emailing executives.

They’re reading your email during another conversation. Which means you’ll only get a fraction of their full attention. They fit in a few emails here and there, while on a call that’s running long or in a meeting that doesn’t need 100% of their brain space.

This means it’s critical to put your bottom line up front (BLUF) and write with simple, short sentences.




This Sounds a Bit Unreasonable, Doesn’t It?

If at this point you’re thinking, “This all feels like a lot of work…” you’re not wrong.

When you first try writing in the mid-funnel like this, you’ll question yourself. You’ll think, “Does it really make sense to spend this much time writing this one email?”

I have two thoughts on this for you.

The first is that, obviously, this will get a little easier with time. The second is that it’s not supposed to be easy breezy. Just worth it.

The return on your time and thoughtfulness is always greater than the return on templates. Because optimizing your follow-up so that it doesn’t cost you too much time is reasonable. Which always gets you to the exact same place as the average rep.

On the flip side, “costly signaling theory” says the more it costs you to communicate something, the better your message will land. So, it’s best to invest an unreasonable amount of time into designing and writing more creative follow-up.

While it may sting if you invest your energy into following these principles and you don’t see any immediate results, keep at it. You won’t be let down.

And, we’re all only human. Sometimes, you’ll drop the ball, fall behind, and feel the pressure.

When you find yourself in one of those seasons, here’s a last, underrated follow-up you can use. It’s an alternative to sending an uninspiring template on time, or sending a killer follow-up that’s way late, because neither are great options.

Subject: On the Way

[Name], I mentioned following up on our conversation by tonight.

Turns out that timing was ambitious (I was excited about our conversation).

I’d like to invest more time into a more thoughtful recap and set of suggestions.

This way, it’ll land better with your team. We can share it with them by Friday.

Would that timing work okay for you?

Really, this last one is just about communicating consistently. When you do, your message always lands. Just don’t use this one multiple times with the same account…


Building Mutual Action Plans

When people discover I’ve raced multiple Ironman triathlons, their reactions range from, “Gross, why would you do that?” to “Woah, how’d you do that?”

The idea of exercising for 12 hours straight, while squeezing food out of small tubes strapped to your body so you don’t pass out, is appalling to most people. Especially once they find out how much they’ll have to pay to do this, and that it takes, at minimum, six months of sticking to a plan before they’ll be ready to show up on race day.

But there’s also a small subset of people who find this process appealing.

If I dropped a training plan in front of them, they’d see it as a gift. Not a burden. A map clearly showing them how to get where they want to go. Because they’ll have already decided for themselves this is what they want. For one reason or another, they’re all in on making the journey, and they just need a guide to help keep them on track.

If an enterprise sales cycle is the Ironman of B2B, then champions are this subset of people.

You’re their guide.

To keep you both on track and pacing toward the finish line in good timing, you need a plan. A mutual action plan (MAP), more specifically.

MAPs are a backdated series of tasks—each task carrying a specific date and owner—that lead the buying team from where they are today, through a buying decision and to their desired outcome. It’s the “training plan” that gets them to their goal.

To place MAPs inside the context of everything you’ve read up until now, here’s another excerpt from my research. It compares the role of a MAP to narrative documents and is from a senior DevOps director who manages $2 million of spend for developer tools.

Nate: “So, how do you think about the different kinds of materials sales reps have created to help you in the buying process?”

Buyer: “Like documents and decks and that sort of thing?”

Nate: “Right. Exactly.”

Buyer: “A new one I’ve been seeing is like a project plan. Where we lay out the steps for the purchase. And it’s helpful for me to see what’s involved from their perspective, because I’m going to match up the level of effort I’m seeing they need to how important I think this project is.

“It lets me be realistic with the rep about where I’m at and just how interested I am in going on this journey with them. Then if I am interested, that doc isn’t going to help me get others interested. I can’t just bring a bunch of tasks to my CTO and be like, ‘Here, look at this.’

“He’ll be like, ‘What the heck is this for? What’s the point of it?’ So, it’s not really something I use with leadership. That’s where I’m writing up what we call a decision memo. Something that says, ‘Hey, this is a big deal for us; we need to address it.’ The content for that is, honestly, up to me. I haven’t found many reps to be helpful here.”

Nate: “Why’s that? I mean, why do you think reps haven’t been helpful with that memo?”

Buyer: “Well because they don’t really know what my executives are thinking about. I guess that might be on me to enlighten them, but I find most of what I get from them is focused on their product. And honestly, it’s pretty common that my CTO won’t even see the thing they’re signing off on.”

Nate: “Got it, so then what would you ideally want the sales rep to focus on with you first? The project plan or that memo?”

Buyer: “Well, after leadership’s already sold on the idea and what we’re looking to solve for, then I might give him a real quick glance of a project plan to basically say, ‘we’re not gonna just wing it here.’

“So that memo comes first in our internal process. I need people to see the need, and get the right people to the table. And that’s really the trick. If I can do that, it’s a matter of time and making sure the details and math all work out.”

Did you catch that?

The “decision memo” (your narrative-structured business case) is the why, and the “project plan” (your MAP) is the how. You need both the why and the how working together to get a deal done.

The other points he raised:
 

	Order is important. Buyers only use a MAP in the context of a solid business case. Once they’re bought in on the why and have decided to go on the journey with you. 


	At the same time, MAPs can help buyers decide if the journey is one they want to go on. If the effort aligns with the value, as compared to other priorities. 


	Audience is important too. MAPs can help increase decision confidence after an executive is aligned with your narrative, but executives aren’t the main audience. 


Okay, so you need both, and you already know how to write a narrative. So, let’s talk about building MAPs next. Here’s how they work.

1. Lay out your customers’ typical buying process.

Make a list of every step, from agreeing there’s a problem through onboarding and adoption. If you go back to Part 2, you’ll find a universal series of steps that you can build from while adapting them for your use case.

Selling cybersecurity software? There are likely some more intensive IT and security steps than another buying process. Some more specific steps to consider are:

	Security: How long does the typical review take? Who’s involved? 


	Legal: Will you start with your contract or theirs? What are standard terms? How long will redlines—if needed—take? 


	Procurement: Would something trigger a competitive request for proposal? How do their vendor requirements compare to you? How are these reviewed, with who, and how long does it take? 


	Finance: How will a budget be created? Will finance get involved? If so, when, and how do they review new requests? 


Better yet, try this with a handful of new customers. People who have recently bought. It’ll help you learn how your buyer’s internal sale really goes down:

	Pick a deal that closed recently. Make sure you had an open, transparent champion. 


	Write up the decision process you know, from what you heard and helped with. 


	Ask your champion to point out any gaps. What did they do that you didn’t see? 


Here’s the email you can use for this:

Subject: Process Feedback


[Champion], thrilled we get to work together now. 

All because of what you’ve been doing behind the scenes!

There was definitely room for me to have been a stronger partner for you, too.

So I’m wondering, open to helping me understand the work you were doing internally?

The emails, conversations, docs I never saw, but I know you worked hard on.

It’d be interesting to compare how I think your team evaluated us (attached), to how you all actually did. Lunch on me if you’re up for it?

The mistake to avoid with this list is stopping at a closed deal.

That’s creating a “close plan,” not a MAP. Because remember, for your champion and their team, the customer journey begins after the contract. You’ve gotten them to the starting line. Not the finish. Tom Williams, the head of Clari Align, described this faux pas by saying:

When introducing a MAP to your buyers, explain the benefit to them. You want to very explicitly communicate, “This is not a plan to sell my software; it’s a plan to solve your problem.” Without this step, it’s too easy for a MAP to be seen as a close plan. As if you’re telling someone, “Here’s what I need you to do to get me paid.”

Well said, my friend. Well said.

2. Organize your list into a simple grid.

Major projects that our product team works on are organized using “epics.” Epics are larger milestones in the project that need input from multiple teams and people and are broken down into a smaller set of tasks.

For example, “Create Budget” might be one epic. Below it, the tasks might include: 
 

	Share data on the number of monthly customer support tickets. 


	Project two-year cost savings and pick required software tier. 


	Present savings and budget plan to the CFO. 


	Signoff on payment amount and structure. 


Since this is a mutual plan, split out the tasks between your own team—you, your executives, sales engineers, customer success, and so on—as well as the buying team. Each task should also carry an owner—a DRI, or “directly responsible individual”—and a deadline.

Think about a simple spreadsheet, with the list of tasks running vertically in rows, and owners, deadlines, and notes running horizontally in columns.

The reason I say “simple” is the idea introduced in the excerpt above: return on effort. If your list seems too long and complex, even if the tasks are relatively easy, then the perceived level of effort will be too high. Which drops the return on effort.

However, you don’t want to skip steps in an attempt to make the process seem easier than it actually is. That’s how you end up sinking too much time into a dead-end deal, while starving other deals of your time and attention.

3. Adapt it with your champion’s feedback.

Now, you’ve got a baseline MAP. Something you can introduce in a conversation with your champion. Share it during a call and ask what you should adapt:

Here’s the process we typically see our customers using to go live and make sure everyone’s on the same page. How does this compare to any past purchases you’ve made?

It’d be great to cut what you don’t think applies and add anything I’ve missed.

If your champion’s spearheaded a past purchase, they’ll have more detailed feedback on what you’ve built. If they haven’t, ask them what in the MAP is surprising to them. Which can help reveal where you’ll either need to educate them on why that step is important or edit the plan after discussing.

4. Work backward from a compelling event.

We said earlier that each step needs a deadline. These deadlines, and the length of time needed for a task, lets you know how far ahead of a “compelling event” you’ll need to start a specific task.

Compelling events are rooted in a timebound need or goal that already exists inside the account. It’s a date that you discover with your buyers. Not something you can manufacture as a seller.

For example, the date for a new product launch that was already communicated in a press release. The holiday shopping season bringing a rush of new site traffic. Or the seller’s dream, use-it-or-lose-it budget scenario.

If you have 90 days’ worth of tasks left to be completed and a holiday shopping season that’s 90 days away, well then, giddy up. The time to start is now.

5. Use MAPs strategically, not administratively.

Too many reps see MAPs as a source of permission to send reminders. Like, “Hey, you said you’d do X by today, and you didn’t, so I’m following up.” They devolve into an administrative hassle, not a strategic asset, for the buyer.

Use MAPs more strategically with your champions by looking for:
 

	Common sources of friction. Look at MAPs across all deals in your pipeline. If you find most deals slow down at a certain step, like mile 18 of the marathon, proactively suggest, “Hey, this is where the process tends to go off the rails. How could we keep the team motivated this week?” 


	Specific owners who keep dropping the ball. If you’re off track because a certain owner or team is consistently behind on following through, call this out. “It seems like [owner] is either swamped or uncertain of the plan here. How do you think we should address that?” 


	Opportunities to work as a team. Shift and share tasks that are pacing behind. For example, if you see your champion struggling to get a conversation with finance on the books, ask, “Hey, how about I draft that email for finance with our cost projections for you to forward on?” 


Here’s the other thing about racing an Ironman.

Each “epic” in the race—the swim, bike, and run—has a cutoff time. If you’re pacing behind the cutoff, you’re pulled from the course. Because you’ll know the cutoff time for each epic, you can also know if you’re pacing on or off track. Cutoff times exist because race organizers know it’s highly unlikely you’ll finish in a “reasonable” time after a certain amount of time passes.

In the same way, after thoughtfully troubleshooting slowdowns in your plan, you may realize you’re nowhere close to your original timeline. It becomes highly unlikely you’ll get the customer to the finish line, which leaves you two options:

	It’s time to cut off the deal. 


	Change your pace, and get back on track. 


To figure out which of the two buckets you fall into, here’s a better option than the typical “break up” type note that most reps send.

First, you need to determine with your buyers what a reasonable cutoff time is. Make sure it’s set together and early in the process. This can sound like:

Since you’re thinking we’ll need [names of colleagues] involved in this process, I’m wondering. What amount of time is reasonable to spend getting them involved?

I’d hate to just spin our wheels, if this doesn’t become a priority for everyone.

If you miss that cutoff time—let’s say three weeks go by, with lots of unanswered requests from your potential champion—then it’s time to reevaluate:

“We were hoping to get your team’s input before the month was up. Does it still make sense for us to track down their feedback? Or, is this not as big of a priority as we thought?”

It’s better for both you and your champions to pull out of the race early, than to spend hours on the course without ever crossing the finish line.


Running Demos That Don’t Suck

“Nate, I got it. You can stop selling me now,” the SVP said flatly.

Whoops. I was halfway through demoing our platform when he cut me off. We had just hired a new rep, and the SVP caught me showing off. I think I wanted our new hire to think his new boss was a smart guy. Which gave me a major case of myopia.

I was too focused on how I sounded while talking about the product instead of focusing on what the SVP was searching for in a partner, or what our champions had told us. I was also doing what’s so easy for reps to do: run a trainwreck of a demo.

And this is a champion’s worst nightmare. They spend their chips to bring their team together—their boss included—and it devolves into nothing more than a really long commercial. Demos are the most common setting for this, too. Sellers slip into salesy, features become the focus, and buyers grow bored. Among the reasons why are:

	Demos give you a stage with lots of props. So, you click around picking up different props based on audience request, and then struggle to piece together a coherent storyline that’s even the least bit memorable or engaging. 


	Workflows become disconnected from the “so what?” The sizzle from hot and new but irrelevant features fades like an old pair of blue jeans as soon as your buyer logs off the call. They can’t remember why, exactly, you showed them that AI-powered gadget. 


	Demos become a copout for thoughtful conversation. When you’re not sure how to structure a productive meeting or ask the next best question to advance the deal, you find safety in your screen. There’s always more to show, and your product is familiar territory. 


It doesn’t have to be this way.

The visual nature of demos can make your ability to deliver feel more certain, the status quo feel more painful, and the payoff more concrete. So, here’s a handful of ways to unlock these feelings, while avoiding the trainwreck.

One subtle demo no-go sneaks into the “current versus future state” comparison. Which can be powerful, but reps often end up creating more sales resistance in the process. The problem is how they’re applying the practice.

They contrast a current versus future process, not current versus future outcomes.

Which doesn’t immediately scream “bad idea” like drinking a carton of milk you left out overnight. However, it’s a problem, and here’s why:

	Contrasting outcomes is a measure of value. 


	Contrasting process is a measure of change. 


Prospects don’t like change. It’s risky and hard. So, calling out just how drastically their work life will change isn’t always helpful. There’s a simple fix here.

	Start by confirming the cost of their current process. 


	Find a specific and focused scenario in their current process to use as an example. 


	Demo how this scenario will work in the future with your product, then stop there. 


	Call out the cost savings or outcome this change creates. 


	Discuss concerns about the change. 


Here’s an example of the good and bad.

Don’t say:

“Excel spreadsheets are prone to errors and take up too much time with manual data entry. We’ll replace those spreadsheets to automate your quarterly forecasting.”

Then proceed to whip through a bunch of colorful dashboards you can build out.

Instead, say:

“Forecasting key accounts is subjective and can drastically swing a forecast. Let’s start by comparing our machine-generated forecast with your Excel forecast, for the top 20 key accounts only.”

See the difference? Change feels far more manageable when it’s contained.

This is also why average reps run demos of their own product, but high performers ask their buyers for a demo. This is the “reverse demo.” When buyers demo a current provider. It’s magic for below-the-line buyers like daily users.

It builds on this idea of measuring value, not change. To run a reverse demo, you’ll:

	Discover one or two workflows daily users spend 80% of their week in. There’s typically a handful of features they spend an outsized amount of time on. This is how you’ll pick that one focused scenario to go deeper into change in process and what makes you different.
  
	Before opening up your product, ask if they’d be open to demoing you. This can sound like, “You mentioned [workflow] is what you spend 80% of your week on, yet you’re not able to [your product’s differentiator]. Would you be open to sharing your screen and walking me through what this looks like for you?” 


	After, demo how that same workflow works in your product. Sampling that one workflow lets them taste what life could be like with you, in a way that’s not overwhelming. In fact, it should feel the opposite. Manageable. Like they can’t wait to make the change. 


	If it makes sense for your product, turn over screen control. Pull the future forward and let them experience getting started. Let them click through your demo. This is particularly helpful if you’re in a “rip and replace” scenario, where the buying team is leaving a legacy system for your more modern system. 


There’s a second type of demo, too. For above-the-line buyers this time. The key here is to fast-forward your typical demo to begin at the end. You show the final dashboard, not the workflow used to build and update it.

The idea here is you focus on showing:

	Outcomes, not operations. Showcase the “after” state in the first 15 seconds.
  
	Just enough product to create confidence you can deliver. The more time you spend in the product with this type of audience, the more likely you are to go deep into the weeds and lose interest. 


An effective way to run this demo is by keeping a few different scenes ready and waiting. Stage multiple different windows with multiple product views so you’re not navigating through the product. You’re clicking once to bring up a new window.

If your audience is curious for more detail on how something works, they’ll ask.

And when in doubt, tag in your champion. Coordinate with them before the group call, gain agreement to tag-team parts of the conversation, and call out specific areas you’d like them to take the lead on.


Why Buyers Hide Objections From You

Objections are part of every deal. Whether you’re invited to resolve them with your buyers or not.

They’re like that old arcade game whack-a-mole. Always lurking just below the surface. Then, they pop up, and reps “handle” them. They knock them down, fast, lest it derails their deal. But most reps don’t realize handling objections is counterproductive.

I’m not sure about you, but I don’t like feeling “handled.” Advised or informed, educated or enlightened, sure. But not handled. So when a rep thinks they’re removing deal risk by flattening an objection, from the buyer’s perspective, they’re actually:

	Increasing sales resistance. When we feel someone pushing back on us (even if they’re right), we brace ourselves. We dig our heels in and cling to our original position. 


	Teaching buyers to duck n’ cover. Sharing our fears and doubts is a vulnerable act. That’s especially true when a fear is rooted in our reputation, identity, or job security. So if a buyer feels like they’ve been whacked over the head by a rehearsed and eager response, they learn to duck n’ cover. They retreat and have no interest in exposing another objection again. 


	Creating “emotional debt.” When a rep is dismissive, aggressive, or ambivalent, they’re making a withdrawal from the relationship. Make too many withdrawals, and you go into debt. “Emotional debt,” just like financial debt, compounds. It stacks up faster than you’re able to pay it down. 


Objections live in the land of fear, uncertainty, and doubt (FUD), so they make for emotionally charged moments. We’re primed to recall these feelings, not facts, so these moments are weighed more heavily in a buyer’s mind. They’re what define their memory of the sales experience.

This is also why the number of objections you hear directly relates to the trust you’ve built.

Taking these points together, qualified-but-closed-lost deals are often tied back to the times when a seller tried to handle objections.

How to Unpack Objections With Your Buyers

Instead of handling the objection, here’s a three-part framework you can use called understand, unpack, respond. Before we dig into it, know there’s a difference between objections and questions.

It’s not uncommon that what seems like an objection to a seller is just a simple question in the buyer’s mind. They’re asking because something you communicated was missing. You didn’t share all the information your buyer needs. Or it was misunderstood. You did share, but your buyer didn’t follow you.

This will often sound like:

Prospect: Thanks again for the demo. Unfortunately, this doesn’t have what we need.

Rep: Thanks for joining too. Do you mind me asking, when you mentioned candidate screening is important, was I understanding that your goal is to focus your time on vetted candidates?

Prospect: Yeah, that’s right.

Rep: Got it. Is there something about screening that you need, but didn’t see?

Prospect: Yeah, it didn’t look like there was much actual screening happening in the demo. It was more of a simple yes or no filter. Nothing more advanced than what we already have.

Rep: Oh! I’m so sorry I didn’t communicate this. I only had one candidate dimension turned on, without our “smart filtering,” to keep it simple. Would you like to see how this works?

Now, to the framework.

Step 1: Understand deeply.

Handling objections involves matching a planned response to a routine prompt. It’s kind of like an “IF” statement in an Excel sheet.

IF objection relates to pricing, THEN reinforce the ROI.

IF objection relates to implementation, THEN point out case study X.

Which leads to sellers making statements. Not asking questions. This leaves them with a shallow understanding of the true “thing behind the thing” driving the objection. You see, when someone first raises an objection, they debate how much to reveal on a spectrum of:

Secrecy ------------Transparency

Often, their first objection is just testing the waters. They’ll give you a fraction of the full story, keeping the rest behind the curtain. Their objection falls here:

Secrecy  X--------------Transparency

When this happens, keep tugging on the thread until you’ve unraveled the full story.

There’s typically a second-, third-, or fourth-order concern behind it. As you dig into those next-order concerns, you’re moving further to the right on the spectrum:

Secrecy------------------X Transparency

Here’s an example.

“This seems expensive,” turns into, “This is more expensive than my $20K approval limit,” which turns into, “I said I could approve this on my own and don’t want to admit I can’t,” which turns into, “I’m anxious I’ll never be promoted into a leadership role where I matter.”

In this example, “handling” the objection means talking about the insane ROI you’ll create. Whereas, a deeper understanding may mean sharing the story of a past deal champion who was just promoted after leading a company-wide rollout.

By the way, this step starts but doesn’t end here. It continues throughout step two as well.

Step 2: Unpack the pieces.

Objections often work like a pair of wired headphones you stuffed into your pocket. They come out as a tangled mess, with different yet connected pieces. Which is why the art of asking thoughtful questions continues.

Your goal is to unpack the different pieces of the objection before responding. For example, you might ask:

“So, there’s no scenario where this approach could be helpful?” or “When this topic comes up, typically, it’s because of X or Y. Is either the case here?”

Connective questions are an effective way to do this. They start by saying:

	When you shared… was that related to…? 


	So, how does this compare to when you said…? 


	This sounds like when you… 


Here’s a simplified example of how this sounds. Let’s say you sell to marketing teams:

Prospect: “We’ll be in a tough spot if the inbound leads we’re generating drops, and I don’t see this helping us drive up lead volume.”

Rep: “Interesting. Is the focus on lead volume related to the sales team hiring you mentioned?”

Prospect: “Right. It’s part of why we’re focused on driving marketing-sourced pipeline.”

Rep: “Got it. And your comment about slow rep ramp times, does that play into it?”

Prospect: “Yeah, sales is focused on adding more fully ramped reps. Which means we need to deliver more leads for them to help everyone hit our team goals.”

Rep: “Is lead quality not part of the picture then?”

Prospect: “Well, kind of. It affects the lead-to-opportunity conversion.”

Rep: “Which is part of the marketing-sourced pipeline goal you were just talking about?”

Prospect: “Exactly. So if volume drops, but we have better conversions, we could probably still hit our pipeline goal.”

Rep: “Would the sales team be okay with that approach?”

Prospect: “They’d probably prefer it to be honest. It’s easier to handle fewer but higher-quality leads as new reps ramp. So, I guess our goal is really about lead quality.”

Now, is every convo this seamless? No. Definitely not.

But you can see how helping a buyer unpack their objection works differently from an immediate “handle,” like saying, “Instead of focusing on lead volume, we’ll 3X your funnel with our AI-enabled prospector, which matches your ideal customer profile with second-party data sources to boost conversion rates from quality leads…”

Step 3: Respond gracefully.

Now that you understand “the thing behind the thing” and you’ve unpacked the objection’s pieces, you’re ready to respond. Here are three different ways you might respond, depending on the conversation.

First, inverting an objection is a good option if you weren’t able to unpack much, and it feels like you’re at a dead end.

	“I’m just not seeing the return here; we’ll sink too much into this.” 
	“Would you mind sharing what a large enough return looks like?” 


	“This seems like a fit, but we won’t get started until Q1.” 
	“Is there a scenario where you’d need to move forward in Q4?” 


	“Your features are great, but it’s just too expensive.” 
	“Can I ask what a solution that’s too cheap looks like?” 


Inversion places your prospect inside another context, to help them rethink their position from a new point of view.

Now, every objection has a set of built-in assumptions. While unpacking an objection, you might discover that your buyers haven’t questioned their higher-level beliefs. They’re taken as a given. So, a second option is to challenge the assumption.

You typically see this in product-focused objections where an approach has already been decided but not communicated or questioned.

This sounds like:

Prospect: Thanks, these sequences and campaigns look good, but I didn’t realize this doesn’t have a built-in dialer, so I don’t think this is going to be a fit.

AE: “Sounds like you’re focused on an all-in-one solution then?”

Prospect: “That’s right.”

AE: “And you mentioned most new meetings your team is booking are from cold calls, right?”

Prospect: “Yes, also right.”

AE: “Gotcha. Something to consider, then: all-in-one solutions sacrifice deeper functionality for ease and a wider range of features.

“So while you work to add in email and social campaigns, have you looked at what functionality your sellers rely on today, but you’ll have to sacrifice with an all-in-one?”

Prospect: “Not yet. I guess I haven’t looked into the trade-offs.”

AE: “Well if you’d be open to exploring using two-point solutions, then I’ll show you how other dialers integrate with us. That way, your sellers can keep everything they need for calling.”

The point here: An all-in-one approach is an assumption. It’s the foundation of this objection. So instead of going deep into a feature comparison, step up one level and speak to the premise.

A last, nontraditional option is responding by introducing more complexity into the conversation. It’s a weird one because typically, simplicity is a gift. Complexity is bad. But addressing an objection can involve pointing out the nuance that exists in a decision to create a more open mind and disrupt unhealthy levels of overconfidence.

Adam Grant puts it this way in his book Think Again:

A dose of complexity can disrupt overconfidence cycles and spur rethinking cycles. It gives us more humility about our knowledge and more doubts about our opinions, and it can make us curious enough to discover information we were lacking.

Here’s an example of how this will sound:

“Got it. Well, if you’re looking to maximize X, then you’ll want to focus on… but if your goal is Y, then actually, you’ll need to…”

This approach also reintroduces a sense of choice and control to the buyer. You’re allowing them to opt for the path they believe is right.

A final note on the framework. When you use the understand-unpack-respond framework, tone and posture are key. Here’s a last illustration of why.

There’s a bunch of prairie dogs that live on a trail by my house. When I’m running, they duck down into their holes. But if I slow down and walk calmly, they come out. They realize I’m not a threat.

Effective sellers create an equally calm presence to help bring objections into the daylight. They don’t let their own fear of losing a deal lead to quickly eliminating the “threat” of an objection.

How to Talk About Pricing Without Raising Objections

Pricing has its own section because it’s an objection best managed early and proactively.

It’s an easy topic for reps to either tiptoe around or create sticker shock with. But revealing pricing doesn’t have to be an awkward or abrasive experience. In fact, it’s an opportunity to build trust with the contact you’re hoping to convert into your champion early on in the sales cycle.

Here are five phrases to confidently share pricing and address budget-related questions, before they become blockers.

1. “You haven’t asked, but I imagine you’re curious about our pricing.”

The sales cycle has a sweet spot for talking pricing—after discovery but before the demo is complete. Of course, this varies slightly based on your exact product, and it assumes your pricing page just says, “Talk to Sales” (a practice I’m generally not a fan of).

Anyway, here’s the general principle. Share pricing too early—before you’ve uncovered the true cost of a problem—and you’ll sound too expensive. Delay for too long, and you’ll erode trust by appearing to withhold key information.

2. “The reason our pricing model is structured this way is so that you…”

Start by sharing what drives your pricing model first and more specifics second. As you explain your pricing model, detail why it’s structured the way it is, framed around the benefit to your buyer.

For example, let’s say your pricing model is based on a platform fee of $50,000, plus per-user fees of $500 per user, per year. First, you’d say:

“Your investment would be based on a $50,000 platform fee, plus a $500 per-user cost.”

Then, you’d want to share:

“The reason our pricing model is structured this way is so that you’re not penalized for growth. Some providers don’t have a platform fee, but they charge more for each user. So as your team scales up, the costs can really ramp up quickly.”

3. “How does that price range compare to your expectations?”

Have you ever seen Tide’s “Talking Stain” commercials?

Sharing pricing without pausing is kind of like that. If you change the topic, but your buyer’s still thinking about price, your message will get lost.

It’s best to pause and ask for feedback. If, for example, your prospect expected to spend $100K, but in reality, they have 500 users, which means a budget of $300K, that’s a big gap. They say frustration = reality – expectations, so disarm that frustration by talking through it:

	Is that based on a budget that’s already set aside or something else? 


	Is what you’ve seen about us interesting enough to keep exploring, despite the gap? 


	Let’s say for a minute you wanted to make our pricing work. What would have to change? Is this challenge a large enough priority to work through that? 


4. “Some providers charge as little as $X for this. Let me share why we charge more and why we might be the smarter choice for you.”

Naturally, a lot of buyers will focus on the dollar figure. It’s easy to compare your price to their budget or to a competitor. Less tangible costs like time, energy, training, and the opportunity cost of unsolved problems get the same attention as the lonely middle child.

If your space has a “bargain” competitor, who sacrifices functionality or user experience to undercut on price, call this out. Label yourself as the more expensive option. Then, name any hidden costs that customers don’t always consider.

Those unseen costs can quickly make cheap seem expensive.

5. “Let’s say our solution was free. Would we be the right fit for you?”

Price is always viewed in the context of value. So if you haven’t resolved doubts about your product’s fit, and your prospect hasn’t confirmed that you’re their preferred provider, negotiating price is pointless.

A better approach is to isolate the objection with a hypothetical: a free product.

Would they move forward? If so, when? If not, why not? Is there something—aside from budget—that’s preventing your companies from working together?

Remember, talking pricing is part of the process of creating a deal champion. When done well, you’ll build trust and teach them how to frame an investment in your solution while discussing the budget with their team.

A final word on this idea. The most well-paid person in my company is…

My lawyer.

He bills $1,000 per hour. Reading my latest invoice reminded me that I’ll gladly pay it because the costs of bad counsel and legal mistakes are huge. Far more expensive than any invoice I get. And, I trust him. He’s already helped me make smart decisions that put my mind at ease.

If your prospect doesn’t trust you, and you haven’t clarified the cost of their problem, anything you say will sound expensive.


Creating Authentic Buying Urgency

Everyone knows enterprise cycles are slow. But nobody truly embraces it. Instead, reps feel pressured to lean into prospects to get them moving faster. The issue is that pressure gets dispersed across a dozen buyers and does little good. In fact, it does damage.

It’s better, I think, to embrace what the Germans call Eigenzeit, or the time inherent to a process. As if to say, “It takes the time it takes.”

If you were to plant a tree in your backyard, you might be frustrated by how slowly it’s growing. But if you were to add 10 times the recommended fertilizer to speed things up, you’d only poison the soil. And if you left a hose running at its trunk for a constant stream of water, you’d drown it.

It takes the time it takes.

Yet if you step into a sales team standup during the end of the quarter, you often hear roughly the opposite directive: speed up the process.

“We’ve got two days to close 20% of our revenue goal! Get after it!”

If you can’t make time slow down, your only alternative is to speed up the sale, right?

The question, then, is how do you manufacture urgency? Because if you could manufacture it, it’d be like jet fuel. Just pump a little more into your process whenever sales slow, goals grow, or motivation runs low.

The answers to that question are typically external pressures or exploding incentives. Throw one-time discounts, favorable payment terms, and free services at any buyers willing to move forward before time expires.

In the short term, this can work. If you catch a buyer at the point of a final decision, and they just need a reason to sign today instead of next week, they’ll be glad to take your offer. But for most buyers, it’s a turnoff that signals your top priority is getting paid.

Luckily, there’s another, more relational and reliable way to create urgency. It’s the only option guaranteed to work over the long run—internal urgency.

We all have internal sources of urgency that are rooted in the pressures and incentives that matter most to us. Understanding and framing a deal around this internal urgency, which already exists inside your buyer, is far more compelling than any external motivation.

For example, if you’re an executive considering a survey platform to manage your employee’s experience, what’s going to motivate you?

	The fear of missing out on two month’s free subscription—even though the rest of your people team isn’t on board with the purchase.
  
	Eliminating the time it takes your team to brainstorm survey questions, build a form, distribute the link, and analyze the results, instead of acting on the responses.
  
	Seeing yourself as one who cares for the mental health and success of your employees, but maybe, you’re not as perceptive as you thought, and waiting to discover if you’re out of touch could prove costly. 


Notice that:

	Option #1 is external urgency. It’s the exploding, end-of-month offer. 


	Option #2 is the feature-based sale. It speaks to the individual but through the standard pain points sellers are taught to listen for during discovery. 


	Option #3 is internal urgency. It’s the type of unbearable thought we have to resolve, as soon as possible. 


External urgency believes sales moves at the speed of gamesmanship. Internal urgency says sales moves at the speed of human relationships. It’s the one enduring source of urgency.

The question to ask ourselves, then, is how do we tap into and help our buyers act on their own internal sense of urgency?

1. Start by removing your own internal limiters.

Most cars have governors, which limit how fast you can drive. Jet fuel or not. We all have mental limiters in sales, too. Building relationships is a process. Much like growing a tree, you can’t shortcut the process. But we’re graded on and paid for outcomes in sales, so the uncertainty of not knowing whether a particular deal will close is uncomfortable.

That’s why we have to start by removing our own internal limiters.

This looks like recognizing that our reward lies in the reality there is no guarantee. Ever. Any deal can fall apart at the 11th hour. All we can bank on is our process. Therefore, I’d like to give you a new definition of sales to consider:

The generous process of leaving others better off, without the promise of a payoff.

Whether you accept this definition of sales comes down to the type of seller you want to become. Will you be someone who prioritizes relationships? Or one who prioritizes revenue?

Become the first—you’ll get the second. Choose the second—you’ll get neither.

2. Find and focus your follow-up on internal pains.

To find the root of your buyer’s internal urgency, dig deeper into what your buyer’s feeling. Sharing, “I’m so sorry you’re dealing with this; it sounds wildly frustrating. How are you feeling about it? Do you think other team members feel the same?”

Then, listen to learn what messaging will help sustain your buyer’s motivation throughout the buying process. Also, consider separating your meeting notes into two categories:

	Functional pains that set up product features. 


	Internal pains that create urgency. 


If your prospect goes silent late in your sales cycle, use both types to build your follow-up.

Subject: Just Thinking


Hey, [Name]. 

I was just thinking about what you shared during one of our earlier conversations. 


That it’s been tough to [functional problem] — which led to [strategic problem] — and left you feeling [source of internal urgency]. 

If you’re still working on this, our success team and I came up with an idea for you.

Here’s a preview. Up for a quick call to walk you through it?

Contrast this with the “always be qualifying” approach in your standard sales framework. Like this email I got while considering a new platform for my team:

Hey Nate, 


We initially spoke a month ago, then on the 14th, 

and agreed to book a next steps call.

Unfortunately, I haven’t been able to book that; and as you know, being in sales, one of our jobs is to relentlessly qualify a partnership, no matter where in the sales cycle.
 

Let me know if this is still top of mind.

It’s not the most egregious email I’ve ever read.

But it largely reads, “Hey, you agreed to meet me, but you didn’t, so help me [the seller] do my job because it’s not too late for me to cut you [the buyer] loose.”

Which of these two approaches is more likely to get a follow-up booked?

3. Segment your pipeline by “seasons” of pain.

All buyers have a slightly different set of internal problems, no matter how similar your ideal customer profile may suggest they are. Therefore, buyers facing the same types of problems will all move at different speeds.

Instead of expecting each deal to move at the pace of your average sales cycle, think about the “season” your buyer is in:

	Spring: Slowly awakening to the full reality of the problem. A desire to do something is blooming, but it’s still early. 


	Summer: A desire to fix the problem is heating up. The costs are adding fuel to a fire that’s starting to burn brighter. 


	Fall: Time is running out. If the problem isn’t fixed soon, a cold winter with consequences will set in. 


Pick out three deals from your pipeline, and consider them side by side. Even if you’ve selected deals from the same stage, are they in different seasons? If so, do their close dates reflect their season? This comparison should create some clarity. Seasons show you if they’re a:

	Fall buyer: Someone who needs three months to run through a yearlong cycle. Your risk here is when you’re not keeping pace, over-qualifying, or pitching too hard. 


	Summer buyer: Someone who’s in the middle of the bell curve. That end-of-quarter offer may force their hand, but be warned. Doing so too early, before they’re on the brink of Fall, can introduce resentment and the (negative) fear of missing out. 


	Spring buyer: Someone who needs help unearthing the full extent of their problem. They need to own an uncomfortable reality they’ve been pushing aside. While they may need twice the typical cycle time to close, by moving at their pace, you’ll avoid cutting off a perfectly healthy piece of your pipeline that just needs time. 


4. Clarify what inaction actually means.

If you meet someone in “spring,” ask, “How long would you say this has been a problem?” If it’s a considerable amount of time, you’ll need to help your buyer see reality as it actually is.

The emotional exhaustion of enduring a long-standing problem can create a quiet apathy. Mental burnout makes doing nothing a perfectly attractive option. So if you’re going to be the one to help this buyer, clarifying their reality will allow you to move the conversation toward the value you can create with them (see the chapter on problem statements).

5. Judge your buyer’s level of confidence.

Sales leaders often coach reps to lead with confidence. Something like, “If you’re not confident, why would your buyer be confident?” There’s some truth there. Confidence is key. But it’s most helpful to flip that into a question and ask, “What’s undermining your buyer’s confidence?”

Typically, it’s not a sales rep who questions whether or not they can help the buyer. In fact, seriously considering the possibility there’s no fit to work together and transparently sharing that with your buyer can work to increase their confidence.

There seems to be a universal rule that the more you cling to a deal, the more likely you are to lose it. Whereas the less you need the deal to come through, the more it seems to work out.

The one, related thing I’ve found that puts you into this second mindset is a focus on increasing your pipeline coverage.

Start measuring pipeline coverage by the number of opportunities, not just contract value. A small handful of large deals can create a false sense of confidence early in the year, which gives way to panic and pressure toward the end. Then, set the close date for each new deal to the latest likely date. Move up the date based on your buyer’s behavior only.

That’s how you’ll build a pipeline as solid as a tree trunk, able to withstand the cold winds of quarter-end.


Building a “Hardwired” Proof of Concept

If you’ve been in enterprise sales for any length of time, you’re painfully aware that the most common type of “yes” is, “Let’s do a proof of concept.”

This directly relates to the failure allergy we referenced earlier. On the surface, it minimizes risk. But the traditional proof of concept (POC) is rarely the route you—or your champions—want to take.

That’s because the typical POC is just a paid trial. Which makes it a losing strategy.

The belief is that buyers need more information, more access, and more experience in the product to help them decide. But that product access often comes with way too broad of a scope, an ambiguous timeline, and no defined goals.

Plus, it does little to de-risk a decision. In fact, it often highlights just how different life will be with your product, which isn’t always good. Lots of change means uncertainty. Uncertainty means fear.

Let’s step back inside the mind of Jeff Bezos to understand why POCs are the most common version of “yes.” He described his decision-making model of “one-way” and “two-way” doors in a 2016 letter to shareholders:

Some decisions are consequential and irreversible—one-way doors—and these decisions must be made methodically, carefully, slowly, with great deliberation and consultation. If you walk through and don’t like what you see on the other side, you can’t get back to where you were before. We can call these Type 1 decisions.

He goes on to say:

But most decisions aren’t like that—they are changeable, reversible—they’re two-way doors. If you’ve made a suboptimal Type 2 decision, you don’t have to live with the consequences. You can reopen the door and go back through. Type 2 decisions can and should be made quickly by high judgment individuals or small groups.

He was putting language behind the way most executives think. They spend a lot of time analyzing big decisions.

Now, here’s the rub for sellers. The larger the deal, the more irreversible and consequential it seems. This makes for long cycles with lots of research and evaluation.

Coupled with all the bureaucracy in big companies, it’s like trying to drive a deal forward with the parking brake on. Momentum stalls, warning lights flash. Bezos agrees:

As organizations get larger, there seems to be a tendency to use the heavyweight Type 1 decision-making process on most decisions, including many Type 2 decisions. The end result of this is slowness, unthoughtful risk aversion, failure to experiment sufficiently, and consequently diminished invention. We’ll have to figure out how to fight that tendency.

This means your job is to enable a fast yet thoughtful decision, by turning what the buying committee sees as a Type 1 decision into a Type 2 decision.

A concrete way to do this is with creative contract structures. Here’s an example of how Sir Richard Branson created a “reversible” contract (Umoh):

When we launched Virgin Atlantic I made a deal with Boeing that we could hand the plane back in a year’s time if the airline didn’t get off the ground. Thankfully, we never had to. But if things hadn’t worked out, I could have walked back through the door.

Basically, his contract could be reversed if he didn’t get his airline off the ground—a great deal for Virgin Galactic. Fraught with issues for sales reps—like clawbacks if a deal is reversed.

Here’s a better, reversible POC structure that we’ll unpack. It starts with a focus on expansion terms instead of extinction terms, and it’s called the hardwired POC. It takes risk off the table, leads to fast expansion deals, and helps buyers see you as a “Type 2” decision.

How to Design POCs That Convert

Every POC has five basic elements to it:

	Scope 


	Timeline 


	Hypothesis 


	Measurables 


	Next steps 


Effective POCs combine these elements into a structure that delivers:

	The least amount of activity 


	Over the shortest period of time 


	Focused on a single big uncertainty 


	To lower perceived risk and barriers to change 


	And end with a clear go/no-go condition 


1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + 5 = more revenue in less time. Let’s break down each part of this framework.

(1 + 2) POCs Should Require Minimal Effort.

Short and fast POCs are best. Not just for your sales cycle, they’re an easier initial ask for your champions. So, it’s worth highlighting the fact that I’m not using the term pilot here.

Pilots and POCs aren’t the same thing. POCs strip out 80% of a product’s scope to focus on a small subset of activities. Pilots are a full product rollout, but only to a subset of customers or users in a test market.

Most POCs are overengineered and look more like pilots. There’s way too much activity, so you’ll want to start by scaling them down and forcing constraints into the equation. For example, you can start by constraining the timeline by asking:

What must be true to do this in less than [timeline, e.g., 2 weeks]?

The answer might be using dummy data, instead of live customer data, to cut out all the data extraction and transfer activities.

How you’ll arrive at the least amount of activity over the shortest period of time is also linked to your hypothesis.

(3 + 4) POCs Should Be Narrow and Focused.

The major reframe here is shifting from viewing POCs as a trial to a rapid, contained experiment based on a specific hypothesis. This is literally in the name. Proof of concept. But it’s often skipped over.

Most POCs start with the product. “What features should we include?”

The hardwired POC starts with the customer by asking, “Why haven’t they already changed?” This is an actual question you should ask your champions, by the way. Then:

	Continue asking the full buying team until you find a pattern. 


	Create consensus on a single perceived risk driving the indecision. 


	Develop an experiment to prove a hypothesis focused on that risk. 


This approach lets you conduct 20% of the trial activity to dispel 80% of the doubts.

It also means every POC should have a unique hypothesis. Because the perceived risk at the root of a customer’s indecision varies (yet most teams run the same process—they just swap datasets). The basic hypothesis is structured in a sentence like this:

If [this condition is true], then [a reasonable conclusion].

Then, your experiment should narrowly focus on proving whether that condition is true or false, and if it led to the conclusion. Which leads us into the last step of the framework.

(5) POCs Should End in Clear Go/No-Go Conditions.

This is where you’ll use hypotheticals to talk about if/then scenarios with the buying team:

“If we’re able to show X, then we’ll want to move forward with Y. But if we only show Z, we’ll agree we don’t have enough evidence to rule out the main risks to moving forward.”

There are two key points here:

	“X” is your proof. Something measurable shown during your POC, showing that the best-case scenario is now the most likely scenario. Reducing risk and raising your project’s expected value. 


	“Y” are commercial terms. You need to define the specifics of “Y” upfront. This prevents you from having to sell twice. Which the typical POC forces by delaying expansion discussions until after it’s delivered. 


Two more notes on defining “X.”

Make sure the buying team drives how “X” is defined. Expectation bias, like we covered earlier, leads us to gather the data that supports our beliefs and deny the data that doesn’t.

Once X is defined, ask, “If we hit this goal, and you’re NOT confident moving forward, why would that be?” Whatever they say is the actual risk your proof points should address.

With X and Y defined, you now have two possible scenarios:

	Go: The end condition under which these expansion terms kick in. 


	No-go: A bad or “just OK” result. Not enough to move forward. 


All that’s left is to “hardwire” these go/no-go scenarios into your agreement. Which can be as simple as adding an attachment into your MSA with conditional language:

	If [ X ] is delivered by [date], then [ Y ] terms are triggered. 


	If [ X ] is not delivered by [date], the agreement terminates. 


The term hardwiring comes from the idea of creating permanent features inside a computer by physically connecting circuits, so they can’t be altered by the software it’s running. This way, if…

	Indecision strikes in the readout after a flawless POC 


	A key contact or an executive suddenly leaves the org 


	A current provider says, “50% off! Sign the renewal!” 


You’ve already helped your champion hardwire in their expansion upfront. It’s now a permanent feature of their POC experience.

By the way, I was skeptical of this at first. Nervous it’d create too much friction to even get a POC going. But Jonathan, a very smart rep on one of my past teams, pushed me on this.

He wanted this for his deals, and I’m so glad he did because I discovered it’s a gift for champions. You see, champions want your POCs to scale. They don’t want more negotiation, procurement, and so on. The more time they spend on their day jobs with a solution, the better.

It may add in a few weeks into your evaluation and negotiation process upfront. But it’s well worth it because afterward:

	You have a single decision process to navigate. 


	You can fully focus on hitting your POC goals. 


	You’ll roll right into expansion after. 


Use this Framework for Your POC Readout

To be clear, hardwired expansion terms don’t mean your deal is guaranteed. You still need to partner with your account team to ensure you hit your “go” condition, and hold a “readout.” Which is an exec-level meeting to update everyone on progress.

The readout section of this POC framework has four main elements:

	Recommendation: Since we’ve proven out [the main risk], we should proceed with [expansion]. 


	Context: [Problem] has created a significant gap compared to our goal of [payoff]. To address this before [critical event], we decided to partner with [your product category]. 


	Complication: Yet, [key risk] presented a risk to [this unique approach]. So, we structured [experiment] to prove we could create [proof point]. 


	Conclusions: We saw [measurable / pass condition]; therefore, we’re confident in continuing to [expansion]. 


You’ll want to make sure your champions are heavily involved in creating and presenting this narrative, by the way. Ideas are not independent of their messenger, so “renting” their reputation adds credibility to your message.

Plus, they can help you navigate the committee’s objections and drama. Which you now know all about.


Part 4: Mental Frameworks


Measuring Deal Momentum

The majority of deals in a seller’s pipeline are, by default, dead.

That’s plain to see because win rates hover around 20%, even with a team of reps trying their very best to get every single deal done. This is particularly true if your product isn’t the clear and undisputed market leader.

The question, then, is how do you bring new life to a dying deal?

You build momentum.

Momentum is what overcomes inertia and irrelevance—two factors that keep large deals in the grave.

	Inertia: the tendency for enterprises to do nothing and maintain the status quo 


	Irrelevance: de-prioritizing one opportunity to pursue another, unrelated project 


In physics, momentum is always a product of two factors—mass and velocity.

Mass in a B2B context describes the decision-making weight that a contact brings to a deal. Power consolidates at the top of the corporate structure. Generally speaking, the higher a contact sits in the hierarchy, the more decision-making weight they’ll carry.

To keep things simple, say the “mass” of a contact increases by one point with each level:

	Executives = 5 points 


	Vice President = 4 points 


	Director = 3 points 


	Manager = 2 points 


	Analyst = 1 point 


Velocity references the speed and direction of your deal. In a high-velocity deal, buyers engage in a greater number of conversations and move further down the funnel in less time. Again, to keep it simple, assign one point for each pipeline stage the deal advances.

Now, let’s put these factors together inside the formula for deal momentum:

[Level of Title  (x)  # Buyer Interactions  (x)  Deal Stage]  /  [Time in Weeks]

When best applied, this concept is more of a mental framework than a mathematic formula. Unless you have a brilliant RevOps team who can automate this, the point is to help you break complex deals down into a smaller set of factors you can identify and influence.

For example, this mental model may help you consider, “What drives ‘mass’ in a deal?”

You decide that job function influences a deal more than job level. A VP of engineering carries more decision-making weight in a deal than the VP of operations. So, you adjust your mental model and focus more account research and outreach on engineering.

Look at the momentum created in two example opportunities:

Opportunity A

The director of engineering (3 points) joined a technical demo with her team and then met with me for a follow-up call (2 points), then agreed to bring a proposal to her CTO (3 points) earlier this month (2 weeks).

Deal momentum here is 9 = (3 x 2 x 3) / 2

Opportunity B

The chief customer officer (5 points) met with me to share feedback on our business case (1 point) and gave us a verbal commitment to move forward (5 points) this week (1 week).

Deal momentum here is 25 = [5 x 1 x 5] / 1

When you compare the two deals, intuitively, you’d say opportunity B has more momentum. But what if you’re comparing two deals in the exact same pipeline stage?

That’s where the framework becomes most valuable. It lets you consider all four factors of the momentum formula together to identify which deal is picking up steam and which is at risk of standing still, even when they look similar inside your CRM.

The Four Drivers of Deal Momentum

Each driver in the formula is based on the principles we’ve covered so far that help you develop larger deals, with higher close rates:

	Expanded Reach. Involving executives and key employees early drives more deal momentum than interactions at the bottom of the organizational chart. The practices behind this are discovery, multithreading, crafting narratives, account mapping, and running executive meetings. 


	Effective Follow-up. Seller activities aren’t factored into deal momentum—only the activities buyers participate in. This puts a spotlight on effective follow-up, which buyers reply to. The skills used here are copywriting and making your words travel in the mid-funnel. 


	Increased Commitment. Each interaction becomes more valuable in the late stages of a deal, as the buying team reaches consensus and grows increasingly committed to seeing a deal through. The ideas here are designing buying journeys, building MAPs, and unpacking objections. 


	Shorter Cycles. Making more time to engage with a sales rep, over a shorter period of time, demonstrates that solving a certain problem is a priority that matters. Which relates to creating urgency and navigating the inner realities of the enterprise. 


See? I’m not crazy. There’s a method behind the madness.

Each skill you’ve been building through this book supports this idea: generating enough deal momentum with your champions to get a massive, global enterprise moving forward.


The Change Equation

I’ve been changing the settings on our office building’s coffee machine for the last few weeks. The nerd in me couldn’t resist a little experiment.

When you pick a drink—espresso, americano, cappuccino—the machine asks how strong you’d like it brewed. There are five levels. I move the setting from one (very weak) to five (very strong) every few days, and I check the setting a few times a day.

Guess what?

People always brew their coffee on whatever level I set it to. They don’t change it. Even if they’re drinking hot bean water or motor oil.

That’s because people don’t like change. They stay on the path they’re put on. Even if it’s less than desirable. Which is exactly why you’ll lose deals despite a logical and solid financial case for change. Change resistance is rarely rational. It’s more often a type of mental barrier we choose to build. Even if we’d prefer our lives after making the change.

I mean, nobody would actively choose stained water over actual coffee. But they drink it anyway in my office. Nobody likes manual and frustrating workflows. But they live with them in their office. Every day, every week.

Here’s the good news. You can use what you’re learning in this book to tip the scales toward change. Here’s a mental model to help you do just that.

The Change Equation: Overcoming Resistance

I think about large-scale change with a simple equation. It was developed by a researcher named Kathie Dannemiller to study organizational change.

Change = [ D x V x FS ] > R

Where:

	D=Dissatisfaction with the current state 


	V=Vision of what’s possible 


	FS=First concrete steps to move towards the vision 


	R=Resistance to change 


When the product of the first three variables is greater than the resisting forces, like fear and uncertainty, change happens. Notice how the equation:

	Relies on each variable. Since they’re multiplied by each other, if any of them are incomplete or missing (so they’re equal to 0), resistance wins.
  
	Aligns with the discovery roadmap we covered earlier. The equation’s drivers and the roadmap’s framework are the same. Problem (D), process (FS), payoff (V). 


Let’s break down each variable, starting with resistance.

Resistance isn’t rooted in reality. It’s more often about the stories we tell ourselves. The mental barriers we build to avoid discomfort, maintain control, and eliminate fear. That’s why it’s so hard to overcome.

Overcoming resistance is like trying to win a game when somebody else gets to make up the rules. If we’re playing soccer (football, outside the USA), and I say I can pick up the ball and run through you like it’s a game of rugby, but you can’t, then I’ll win.

I’m not playing the game by any sort of logic.

That’s exactly what buyers get to do. They set the rules. Which means sales activities like presenting a massive ROI or a better set of features don’t matter on their own. You’re playing by logic, but as advertising legend Rory Sutherland says in his book Alchemy, “The human mind does not run on logic any more than a horse runs on petrol.”

The question, then, is how do you play an illogical game and win? Can you tip the balance of the change equation in your favor?

Yes, in short. It’s like Sutherland later says:

Our conscious mind tries hard to preserve the illusion that it deliberately chose every action you have ever taken; in reality, in many of these decisions it was a bystander at best, and much of the time it did not even notice the decision being made.

Here’s how to design buying experiences around the next three variables in a way that makes the decision to change seem inevitable.

1. Build an unbearable level of dissatisfaction with the current state.

A customer’s current state becomes unbearable—and change becomes inevitable—when problems are specific, highlighted, and prioritized. If they’re vague, hidden, or ignored, resistance wins.

Saying something like, “Our lead capture isn’t optimized so we’re missing out on leads,” is weak tea. That statement is too vague, so its impact gets diluted.

It’s better to use the written problem statement formula we covered earlier to measure and share the current state’s costs in detail. Once you build that statement, make sure your champions share it. Over, and over, and over again, to let the frequency illusion work its magic.

2. Paint a clear, compelling vision of the future together.

You’ll add weight to this lever when the buying team feels clarity, consensus, and confidence about the future. This value drops if your messaging is too murky.

This is why we went deep on creating narratives and connecting them to the existing narratives inside your target account. If your message is enough to make the headline of a press release, the first minutes of an earnings call, or the agenda of a board meeting, then you’re on the right track.

Now, if you recall from our section on running demos, here, you’ll want to remember:

	Contrasting current versus future process is a measure of change. A “modern workflow” isn’t the bold vision your buyers are after. 


	Contrasting current versus future outcomes is a measure of value. This is the future life you’re helping buyers step into. 


Anecdotes that tap into the salience bias (chapter 4) and visual language that excites (chapter 10) are key to counteracting the negative emotions created by change.

3. Outline specific, concrete steps to move toward the vision.

Change always requires a specific, approachable path. But if your buyers are wandering around a complex and non-linear buying process without any guidance, they’ll stop moving forward. Which is why activities, like managing mutual action plans or designing a hardwired proof-of-concept, need to be as specific as writing out clear go and no-go conditions.

That pathway also has to account for blockers like group dysfunction, the need to feed internal drama, or a failed project that’s left permanent scars on someone’s reputation (remember the enterprise allergy to failure?).

One more way to help buyers move toward their vision is to make a first-time decision look like a repeat choice. When you can show congruity between a decision you’re asking them to make today and the decisions they’ve already made in the past, you’ll decrease their resistance to change.

You can do this this by framing the path forward as a “Hyperlinked Decision.”

When a new buying decision references a previously-executed decision, made by the same person, with a positive outcome, it lowers the decision’s perceived risk by “embedding” itself in a natural series of escalating commitments.

New decisions bring way more stress, uncertainty, fear, and doubt. Making a second or third decision to build on what’s already been started is way easier. Example phrasing you can use here is: 


“Even if it was manual, have you tried anything similar to this approach in the past? How did that work out for you?” 

For example, let’s say you’re in the data management space. You’re helping a prospect move from a SQL database to a graph database. Which will feel like a massive change.

If you discover that their answer is, “Well yeah, we pull five or six different files from our database, then we match them up inside Excel based on how we know they relate to each other.” Then, you can hyperlink the choice to move to a graph database to their existing behaviors.

The last point here—and this should go without saying—breaking a buyer’s trust is the number one way you’ll increase change resistance to a level you can’t overcome. But we’ll save that topic for the next chapter.


Trust: The Hidden Pipeline Metric

Creating and keeping trust is a must in sales. If a buyer doesn’t trust the person they’re working with—regardless of their trust in the product—they won’t move forward.

But trust is a subjective, “squishy” topic.

Most conversations about trust-based selling are too abstract to be helpful. How, exactly, do you create trust in sales? Can you measure it? How much do you really need?

There’s another mental model I’ve developed that you can apply. It’s built on top of two hidden pipeline metrics that hold the power to close or kill deals:

	The trust hurdle. 


	The trust quotient. 


Here’s an example of how sales reps enable or erase trust (Y-axis) throughout the sales cycle (X-axis). Study this visual for a second, then let’s dig in.
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The first idea here: you must clear the trust hurdle before closing.

The trust hurdle is a benchmark set by each buying team, and it specifies how much trust needs to be built before they’ll commit to you(r product).

If you push for a buying decision before you’ve cleared this hurdle, your deal will either wind up “closed lost” or you’ll erase a portion of the trust you had built. Which only makes it harder to clear the hurdle. A variety of factors determine how high the hurdle is set, including:

	Size of the investment 


	Perceived level of project risk 


	Past experiences with similar vendors 


	Personal accountability for project success 


	Level of internal alignment on the investment 


For example, let’s say you’re selling customer experience (CX) software. The deal involves a:

	$1 million investment with 100 hours of training time 


	Brand-new approach to improving CX for high-value clients 


	Past CX vendors who didn’t fix a botched, customer-facing rollout 


	Direct impact on the VP of customer success’s reputation and career 


	CRO who doesn’t fully agree with the new approach 


The trust hurdle for this purchase will be quite high. Let’s say it’s set at a “9” on the proverbial 10-point scale. Compare this to a deal where the hurdle is set at a “3”, which includes a:

	$10K investment with 5 hours of training time 


	Well-proven approach to managing CX for the regular client base 


	CX vendor comes with a solid reputation and trustworthy referrals 


	Approach fully supported by everyone 


From this example, you’ll find that two things are true. The higher the hurdle, the more complex the sale. And hurdles are set higher in enterprise environments.

To figure out how high a specific deal’s hurdle is compared to others, ask:

	How significant is this investment compared to others you’ll make this year? 


	If you were to speak for your team, how “risky” do they feel this project is? 


	Have you tried anything like this in the past? What was that experience like? 


	What does the outcome of this project mean for you, personally? 


	Does anyone have a different perspective from yours?
  


The second piece of this mental model is the trust quotient. It’s how you’ll diagnose the amount of trust you’ve built during the sales cycle.

It combines all the interactions you’ve had with your buyer into a single score. That score is important because it tells you where, in relation to the trust hurdle, you fall:

	If your trust quotient > your buyer’s trust hurdle, the deal is in a closing position. 


	If your trust quotient < your buyer’s trust hurdle, the deal is not ready to close. 


For better or worse, your interactions are open to interpretation. People interpret motive, intention, and emotion from their experiences. This can either help or hinder the trust you’re building. Interpretations are rarely neutral. Instead, they fall into one of two categories:

	Deposits. Positive interactions that increase a buyer’s level of trust. 


	Withdrawals. Negative interactions that reduce the level of trust. 


These two categories are combined in the trust quotient, measured as:

[ # Deposits (x) Size of Deposits ]  /  2x [ # Withdrawals (x) Size of Withdrawals ]

Note the two factors the trust quotient’s formula accounts for:

	Intensity. Each deposit or withdrawal is adjusted based on how “small” or “large” it is. A few intensely positive experiences can build more trust than a greater number of “just alright” interactions. For example, going out of your way to open up a free testing environment for a highly technical buyer makes for a larger deposit than sending over a prerecorded video demo. 


	The doubled denominator. We said in the buyer’s emotional journey chapter that negative experiences are sticky. We hold on to them longer, and they’re stronger influences on our beliefs and decisions. For simplicity’s sake, we double the denominator. Which tells you that withdrawals will erase trust twice as fast as deposits will build it back up. It’s like the Caribbean proverb that says, “Trust grows at the speed of a coconut tree but falls at the speed of a coconut.” 


If you divide up your deal history into two columns, you can place every email, call, and meeting into one of these two categories. Here’s a shortlist of examples, with deposits on the left, withdrawals on the right .

	Sharing a new idea versus just checking in 


	Crafting a narrative versus feature-dumping from a script 


	Candidly sharing the full story versus withholding information 


	Looking for nonverbal cues versus ignoring tone and overtures 


	Working from a compelling event versus pressuring with discounts 


	Presenting nonobvious insights versus endless questions delaying a demo 


To keep your trust quotient climbing, you’ll want to have a few things in mind.

You’ll want to work with your champions to engage skeptics—the ones who can tank your quotient the quickest. Because champions have a major advantage over sales reps. They start conversations as a colleague, with a bank of trust that’s already been built up. This gives them the benefit of the doubt when asking questions or disarming objections.

For example, a question like, “Don’t you think we should get [Decision-Maker] involved?” may be interpreted as “controlling” when shared by a sales rep but “thoughtful” from a champion.

If you sense you’re stepping into an emotionally charged moment, request permission. And instead of leaving your motives open to interpretation, make them explicit.

Sharing, “The reason I ask…” can signal positive intent. Which is key when challenging prospects, making a controversial statement, or asking an intimate question. Similarly, disclaimers like, “I’m a little nervous to ask this, but I think it would help,” or “Would you mind if I ask, then you can decide if you’re comfortable discussing?” can drop the emotional heat.

It’s also helpful to figure out if you’re starting from a place of trust or skepticism. Customer referrals, review sites, brand reputation, and marketing content are all ways buyers form an impression of your company (and therefore, the people who work there) before meeting you. On the customer side, experience and NPS surveys are a tell-all. All of which can either set you back or give you a significant boost during your first interactions.

Try to discern where your buyer is coming from by asking a question like: “For my context before we get rolling, I’m curious what your impression of [Company] is?”

Don’t be too discouraged if you’re in a deep level of trust debt. The larger the swing in the trust quotient, the larger the promoter (or detractor). So, the strongest skeptics, when won over, often make for the most vocal advocates. That’s because climbing from a proverbial score of “-5” to “+10” on the Y-axis in our chart above is an emotionally intense experience. An upswing is something customers will want to share about.

The opposite is true, too. Gross missteps or mishandling the trust you’ve built are great ways to create detractors—people who can’t wait to speak poorly of their experience.

While the trust equation isn’t a specific science, the mental model should help you understand if your deals are moving into a closing position—or not.


The Minimum Viable Sentence

Sellers have two basic tools, conversations and content. Anything a seller does is either written or spoken.

I’ve discussed writing a lot in this book. Crafting compelling sales materials to guide your champion’s internal meetings is a powerful way to sell. But in many ways, writing effectively, with your buyer’s own language, relies on quality conversations.

The problem is most sellers are terribly inefficient in their sales conversations.

A lack of trust can be a barrier to quality conversations. But beyond this, sellers often force buyers to suffer through long, rambling sentences that aren’t as thoughtful as they could be. This slows the amount of ground you can cover, requires more time to get on the same page, and introduces all kinds of tangents.

For example, you might ask, “So, how could this work for your team?” before sharing a customer story, detailing a few more example responses to choose from, and finishing with, “So yeah, any thoughts?”

Meanwhile, your champion understood what you were asking, has been waiting to talk, and has an entirely different (and more helpful) direction to head together.

So, what’s a sales rep to do about it? Enter the minimum viable sentence (MVS).
 

If you’ve been around startups, I imagine you’re familiar with the concept of an MVP—a minimum viable product. This is similar. An MVS is:

	Using the fewest words needed to move a conversation forward. 


	Either a question or a statement replying to a question. 


	Built one step at a time, with more complexity introduced as a conversation continues. 


Here are the three parts of an MVS:
 

	Goal: a single, shared objective between you and a buyer. 


	Necessary context: reduce asymmetries that can lead to unproductive responses. 


	Call to reply: a signal for your counterpart to continue in a specific direction. 


Let’s use an example. Let’s say you sell customer experience software and are trying to determine how the rest of your sales cycle will unfold for a particular deal. You might share the following:

If we did a pilot this month, how would you share data on customer lifetime value?

This sentence is just 16 words.

In it, you’ve included a goal (sharing sensitive data for a pilot), a time frame (this month), the context (the focus of a pilot is customer lifetime value, which is a function of revenue, retention, and margin), and you’ve posed a question. Then, you stop to listen.

The MVS wasn’t:

As the success director, I know you’re always trying to keep customers engaged, and I also know you’ve been trying to grow revenue from each account, so we want to prove how we can help you get more visibility into the data on this.

Which is important because we’re seeing investors are really focused on these types of metrics—revenue expansion and retention. Especially in a tight funding market, you need to be really fast in responding with clear, accurate numbers. So, I’m thinking that if we did a pilot, you could see how easy it’d be to quickly access the types of metrics you’d have to report during diligence. And if lifetime value was dropping from $15K to $10K or something like that, you’d definitely want to know that before talking to investors.

It can be hard to access customer data to start a pilot though, so we’d want to see if it would make sense to do a pilot, or just carry on with a team demo with sample data in there. So, what do you think the process for getting access to your customer data might look like?

That rambling paragraph was 193 words and far more common in sales conversations. Why? Because the well-intentioned rep is trying to:

	Demonstrate they listened (mentioning the fundraise) 


	Share new insights (current capital climate) 


	Amplify the problem (diligence is tough) 


But at the same time, a long list of tangents was opened for the prospect to wander down. The heart of the question was completely buried.

Now, to the response. If a prospect is replying to the MVS above, they might say …

We’d just talk with Sarah; she’s our Salesforce admin. She knows how to pull account data and can access billing data that’s kept in our warehouse.

Giving the rep insight into how easy or difficult the pilot process might be.

However, if the rep led with option B, the run-on paragraph, the prospect may have been lost in the clutter, landing on an entirely different train of thought.

Well, we’re not really planning for our fundraise until much later in the year, and our CFO is really the one who handles everything that relates to reporting data back to investors. So, maybe we could catch up later in the year when it’s looking like we’re getting closer to diligence, and our CFO can get involved?

Of course, this is a semi-extreme example. But you can see the point. By default, our conversations are weighed down by too many words. It’s rare for a rep to pause, think quietly for an uncomfortably long period of time, and reply with a single sentence.

This may feel foreign, but know that you’ll be able to use the MVS without formulas and frameworks. These concepts become part of a mental model you can quickly draw on during your conversations.

1. Set a specific, narrow goal for each conversation.

The MVS requires a great deal of thoughtfulness. When we’re not sure what we’re trying to leave a conversation with, we compensate with longer sentences that let us “think out loud.” We try to work out our point of view as we go.

So before you start a conversation, pause. What’s the one point you need to impress or question you need answered?

2. Build conversations one sentence at a time.

Product teams build software one feature at a time, releasing the minimum functionality needed to deliver value. This way, they can iterate with customer feedback. It’s the best way to know they’re headed in the right direction without waste.

Take the same approach in your sales conversations. Pause, listen, then build your next sentence based on your buyer’s feedback. Consider our example above. This is how you’ll keep your conversation headed in a productive direction.

Note, the MVS is particularly key when talking to executives. Remember the idea of “Just answer the question?”

3. Focus on your counterpart’s viewpoint.

The MVS isn’t for selfish, impatient people. It requires a great deal of selflessness. To use the MVS, you’ll need to focus on what’s most helpful for your counterpart to hear. Consider their current context, incentives, and frustrations. Then, form your sentences accordingly.

That’s the way to communicate with complete yet succinct sentences.

4. Use data, not stories.

I know, I know. Storytelling is a treasured sales skill. But often, if we’re not sure we’re being clear, we’ll provide an unsolicited anecdote or tell a story to illustrate our point. However, inherent to a story is way more detail than what’s needed to move a conversation one step forward.

The alternative is data. Using a specific data point forces you to research the topic, and a single metric can be worth 100 words.

For example, let’s say you manage a team of AEs. You’re meeting with a colleague who manages the BDRs supporting your AEs. Rather than sharing how stressed your AEs feel after falling behind on quota, and the story of a BDR who’s ramping slowly to explain why, do your research and say:

“How can we get BDR-qualified pipeline to $50K per rep from the $32K it’s at today?”

5. Highlight one strong point, not all of them.

Adam Grants puts this very nicely in his book Think Again:

Most people think of arguments as being like a pair of scales: The more reasons we can pile up on our side, the more it will tip the balance in our favor. Yet the experts did the exact opposite: They actually presented fewer reasons to support their case. They didn’t want to water down their best points. As Rackham put it, “A weak argument generally dilutes a strong one.”

So, lead with your most compelling content; leave the rest out.

And to be clear, I’m not suggesting we create Twitter IRL. Plenty of interactions in sales calls for storytelling and off-the-cuff comments. This strategy is an antidote to the fluff filling the typical sales conversation.

Try out the MVS with a few buyers and you’ll quickly see where the concept is most helpful.

Finally, this isn’t just a thing for type A people. This is for everyone—whether you’re a seller, manager, enabler, or other sales leader. We’re all in meetings with other humans, where we’ll benefit from bringing more speed and accuracy to the conversation.

And yes, I fully appreciate the irony of using 1,500 words to explain the concept of an MVS.


Managing Up: Internal Communications About Your Performance

Early in a seller’s career, most reps believe sales organizations are meritocracies.

That good things like promotions and pay bumps, trust and freedom go to those who generate the most revenue. That’s truer in sales than in most fields. But it’s still only half true.

In reality, sales organizations are blends of meritocracy and bureaucracy.

Sales organizations build “scaffolding” to help them scale up. Things like management hierarchies. Internal reporting systems. Standard procedures. Aka, all sorts of bureaucracy.

This creates the need to manage up.

Whether you want to keep your career and commission as an individual contributor, or you’re interested in making the move into management, learning to manage up (bureaucracy), combined with closing revenue (meritocracy), is how you’ll control your future, earnings, and work-life quality.

The two steps to successfully managing up are:

	Create internal allies who hold influence and will advocate for you. 


	Enable these allies with a compelling narrative about your performance. 


This is done through 1:1 conversations, team meetings, and written materials. All with the goal of shaping decisions being made about you, without you. The conversations that happen about your career, when you’re not in the room.

Sound familiar?

Assuming you read the chapters before this, you now know:

	Buyers (not sellers) close deals when sales reps aren’t in the room. 


	Selling with buyers is about creating champions and crafting internal communications. 


Which means managing up isn’t about acquiring a whole separate set of skills from what you’ve just done. It’s about repurposing these same skills that will help you generate revenue (meritocracy), to navigate your own organization (bureaucracy).

If you can help your buyers navigate the complexities of an enterprise to shape the outcome of a buying decision, you can put these same strategies to work for yourself. Here’s how.

1. Write out your pipeline updates in narrative form.

If you don’t create the narrative, someone else will. When this happens, it’s far more challenging to shift an existing (and potentially negative) narrative someone else created.

Start by sending out a weekly pipeline update to your direct manager. Share it in a consistent format that’s easy for them to forward on when needed. Here’s a framework you can build from:

[Your Name]’s Weekly Pipeline Update

Created on: [Date].

Summary: I’ve closed $_____ in [net-new/upsell] ARR this quarter-to-date, as compared to my goal of closing $_______ this quarter. Including this revenue, I expect to end with: 
 

Worst Case: $______ closed by EOQ, if [conditions for this scenario].

Base Case: $______ closed by EOQ, if [conditions for this scenario].

Best Case: $______ closed by EOQ, if [conditions for this scenario].

Pipeline Development

This Quarter:
My discounted pipeline with close dates this quarter is $________, pacing [ahead / behind / on target] of my ARR goal.

Next Quarter:

Pipeline coverage for next quarter sits at ________, compared to my goal of having a [_]X coverage ratio for next quarter]. To stay on track, I built $_______ in new, discounted pipeline last week.

This Week’s Priorities

Based on these numbers, my top three priorities this week are:

[Priority / Key account #1]

[Priority / Key account #2]

[Priority / Key account #3]

Blockers in the Way

Hitting these priorities depends on:

[Dependency / Need #1]

[Dependency / Need #2]

[Dependency / Need #3]

2. Talk in terms of scenarios and dependencies.

Nothing kills your reputation more quickly than deal slippage. Consistently calling your shot… only to miss the mark. Time after time. So instead of saying, “I’ll close $X this quarter,” the framework above uses three scenarios:

	Worst case. What you’re proactively defending against. Label specific risks here.
  
	Base case. This is the most likely scenario, based on a few reasonable assumptions.
  
	Best case. Your number if a few major deals or wild cards come through. 


3. Surface bad news early and often.

Ever heard the saying, “Bad news can’t wait?” This is one of the most common, yet costly, mistakes early-career sellers make. They “shield” their manager from bad news. Which robs managers of the decision to either:

	Intervene and do something about the bad news. 


	Get ahead of it by sharing with others. 


	Save it for later. 


Let your manager make that call. Don’t make it for them.

4. Focus your 1:1 time on “high-leverage” requests.

If you’ve been doing all of the above, now, your typical 1:1 agenda is freed up. You’ve moved past the routine items and can focus on higher-quality conversations like new project ideas you’d like to run with, requests for more or different resources, and key account strategies.

By the way, you should use some type of shared document to track commitments from these conversations and your progress against them. If a past commitment is important enough but wasn’t completed by your manager on time, use some 1:1 time for it. Just say:

I know you have a lot on your plate, and I feel like [commitment] is important enough that it’s worth taking 5 minutes to do it together, right now. Are you open to that?

5. It’s not what you’re asking. It’s how you’re asking.

If you have an important or urgent request, focus on how you’ll make it. For example, when I wanted to ask one of my past CEOs for the resources to build up an enterprise sales team, that big ask was spread into many smaller asks over six to nine months:

	Can I spend 20% of my time on landing larger accounts? 


	Can we invest in changing our product to land this first enterprise account? 


	Can we hire more dedicated enterprise CSMs to bring on even more accounts? 


And so on. Also, make sure to communicate in the way your manager uniquely listens. With some people, I’ll go into the office for an hour-long meeting and start off with small talk. With others, I’d keep my questions short and punchy, shared in a 10-minute phone call.

6. Anticipate your manager’s need to proactively deliver.

There are two pieces to this one. The first is knowing your manager’s needs.

We tend to assume our biggest priorities are our manager’s biggest priorities. However, if you learn what questions your manager’s asked, you’ll know what questions they’ll ask you. If you learn your manager’s boss’ priorities, you’ll know what your manager’s priorities are.

But in all likelihood, your manager’s priorities are constantly shifting. Which means you’ll be front of mind at times. Say you’re selling the first logos in a new, strategic vertical that’s key for the whole company. Be proactive and overcommunicate in these seasons. You’ll also be out of mind at times. That’s fine. It’s okay to go heads down and allow them some space during these seasons.

Finally, deliver two steps ahead on their priorities. If you’re asked for an update on A, deliver A, but also communicate about “B and C.”

For example, let’s say you’re asked for an update on that new strategic vertical. “How’s the pipeline looking?” Your manager is asking about “A” here. They need to tell customer success what accounts to expect and when (“A”). In this case, don’t stop at sharing the revenue or logo forecast. Share what special exceptions these prospects are requesting (“B”) that are going to create extra time and staff dependencies (“C”).

7. Think like a VP: cross-functionally.

Related to this last point, the more your career advances, the more you’ll find yourself working across department lines. It’s the natural trajectory of career growth. If you’re working on leveling up, go ahead and get started. Help someone outside your team.

For example, as an account executive, you can help:

	Marketing – create a list of common concerns with phrases that address them to start weaving this into top-funnel content. 


	Product – keep a spreadsheet with how often you hear certain feature requests and ask prospects to rate them by impact. 


	Success – write out a 90-day plan for onboarding a big, soon-to-close account and ask a CSM’s input on it to ensure the customer has a great experience. 


	Sales – help your own team by documenting a process that’s unique to you, and one you do really well, to share with others. 


It’s hard not to be promoted when you’re already doing a job that’s bigger than your title.

8. Clarify your personal goals.

Nothing is worse than expecting a promotion, pay bump, or other perk but not getting one because you were producing the wrong type of evidence. Different sales leaders rely on different types of signals to identify their top performers.

Some value predictability. People who hit the number they say they’ll hit—even if their production is lower than others. Other leaders prioritize team contributors. Or peer reviews. Whatever the evidence is, align on it by sharing:

A good year for me will end with [perk / benefit / promotion], which is part of my overall goal to [longer-term career goal].

So, I’m wondering, what will you and leadership look at to determine if I’m in a good position for this?

To state the obvious, if you haven’t told your manager what, exactly, you’re working toward, they’ll have a hard time advocating for you.

9. Gut-check alignment.

Giving straight-up feedback is hard. Most managers don’t like to do it. So, giving them the permission to be direct with you is a gift, for both of you. Do this by asking questions like:

	Related to our discussion on [shared goal], what do I still need to improve on here? 


	When was the last time you were asked for an update about my work but didn’t have the information you needed from me at the ready? 


10. Be consistent.
 

The more practices from this chapter you follow—and the more consistently you follow them—the stronger the case for you becomes. The thing is:

	30% of reps are doing one of these practices. 


	20% of reps are doing two of them. 


	10% of reps are doing three to four. 


	1% of reps do all of them. 


So how many will you follow this month? And will you follow them again next month?

In summary, notice the two common threads tying all of these practices together:

	You’re turning your own colleagues into champions who will advocate for you. 


	You’re building a strong narrative backed with evidence for them to share. 


Which makes managing up another way to apply your skills inside your own company.


Becoming a Non-Anxious Seller

We’ve gone deep on sales process, practices, and phrases. But there’s still one topic to cover before we wrap up. Presence.

Chronic anxiety plagues sellers. In fact, 63% of sellers struggle with their mental health. That’s triple the rate for the general workforce (Risely). This, no doubt, affects how we show up for our champions—the people who are putting their internal reputation and social capital behind potentially risky projects.

Which means becoming a calm, non-anxious presence is also key to enabling your buyers. Becoming a seller who’s steady amid the ups and downs and endless setbacks that selling enterprise always entails is the foundation that makes so many of the tactics and frameworks we covered effective.

But becoming and remaining a non-anxious presence is extremely hard while working for anxious sales leaders. Which is why I want to direct this last piece toward leaders.

When I first started leading a strategic team, I was a ball of stress. Always.

I was tipped off that my stress was causing others stress when my wife flew to Washington, DC to meet me there for a long weekend. The company I was working for was based there, and I’d work from the DC headquarters every so often.

She arrived at the office while I was in a meeting, so I texted our office manager to ask if he could let her in and set her up with a desk for a bit. While she was sitting at the desk near some of the team I managed at the time, they were talking about me. Unaware of who the random lady they’d never met before was.

Why does he always walk around the office so quickly? It’s like he doesn’t stop moving and it stresses me out.

Later that night, she told me. I was dumbfounded.

Apparently, I have zero poker face.

Eventually, I realized the root cause of my anxiety was superficial leadership. I was too hands-off, and out of control of the team’s performance. I was hands-off because I feared micromanaging them. Potentially smothering the life out of them, causing them to resent me. Instead of believing that I trusted them.

Soon after, I started working with an executive coach. One day, he asked me, “Can you do your team’s job better than they can?”

I hesitated, not wanting to come across as arrogant. Slowly, I nodded. “Yes, I know I can.”

“So why aren’t you in the details with them?” he asked me back.

The outcome from that conversation has since become the top trait on my list for sales leadership. Sales leaders can either be:

	Superficial leaders 


	Detailed leaders 


John Heider puts it this way in The Tao of Leadership: “The superficial leader cannot see how things happen, even though the evidence is everywhere. This leader is swept up by drama, sensation, and excitement. All this confusion is blinding.”

The superficial leader is the majority. The ones who are hands-off. Then, they rush around stressed out at quarter end trying to lead with sweeping directives and discounts.

The detailed leader is the minority. The ones who understand complexity. They know “revenue” is a composite of a lot of individuals’ pipeline coverages, contract values, close rates, and so on—all the way down to account-level situations.

Superficial leaders who just ended their quarter are either riding high or laid low right now. They’ll attribute wins to team brilliance, losses to “market conditions,” or other vague causes.

Detailed leaders are calm, clear on what needs to change next quarter, and eager to get started. Because they’ve been by their reps’ sides every step of the way.

You can test someone for detailed leadership by asking: “Could you help me break down last quarter’s performance? I’m looking to understand what you’re finding is driving the team’s revenue.”

Then, press in multiple times. “What do you think caused that? Does this apply across the team or only in certain cases?”

Plus, you’ll know it when you feel it. You leave a detailed leader’s presence feeling serene and capable. You’ll leave a superficial leader feeling anxious and frenetic.

Like they’re always walking around too quickly.

Now, if you’re an individual contributor, make note of this for the next time you’re interviewing. It’s a nonobvious sign you’ve found the right place, but it’s easy to miss. So, when you’re with the person you’ll work for:

	Does your heart rate speed up or slow down? 


	Is your breathing fast and shallow, or calm and deep? 


Your subconscious picks up a lot you’re not actively thinking about. Then, it surfaces those insights to you through physical signals. These signals help tell you if a leader is a “non-anxious presence.” And they signal if the environment you’ll sell in gives you:

	Poise and a calming presence (attractive to buyers). 


	Freedom to experiment and define your own path. 


	Space for deep, focused work like writing narratives. 


The opposite (anxious leaders) create environments that are:

	Frantic and pressure-filled (a turnoff for buyers). 


	Rigid, requiring you to stick to what they control. 


	Reactive and full of interruptions. 


Like we said, sales comes with enough anxiety. Which kills creativity and curiosity. So, top reps who are focused on selling with champions always choose to play the game where they can become, and remain, a non-anxious presence.
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