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The burdens that make us groan and sweat,
The troubles that make us fume and fret,
Are the things that haven’t happened yet.

—GEORGE W. BAIN
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PREFACE

A Unique Moment in Time

I f there’s one study that is the envy of every sales researcher, it’s the

groundbreaking work done by Professor Neil Rackham and his team, as
profiled in the book SPIN Selling.lll Twelve years to complete. Thirty-five
thousand sales calls observed. One hundred and sixteen unique factors
assessed for their potential impact on sales outcomes. More than one million
dollars ($2.3 million in today’s dollars) spent on the study. For more than
thirty years, this study has been considered the gold standard of sales
research. It was a study so broad, so deep, and so resource-intensive that
nobody dared to even ask if it could be repeated, let alone surpassed.

It wasn’t the number of calls studied or the number of variables in the
study that was the challenge. Advances in big data analytics, machine
learning, and GPU-powered processing have made it possible to study much
larger data sets and to consider far more factors than Rackham’s team had.
The issue has always been that many sales conversations—especially the
most pivotal ones— take place in the customer’s office. Collecting the data
therefore meant committing to traveling the world to actually sit in on those
sales meetings and observe what was happening. No organization would
sponsor a study like that given the cost, time, and resources required—and
especially given the uncertain outcomes of such an undertaking.

But something interesting and altogether surprising happened in the spring
of 2020. As the world went into lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
all sales became virtual—literally overnight.



For sales researchers like ourselves, this represented a once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity.

Partnering with several dozen companies, our research team went to work
collecting millions of sales conversations recorded on platforms like Zoom,
Teams, and Webex as well as the dozens of bespoke recording platforms used
by companies all over the world. Using automatic speech recognition, we
turned the unstructured audio from these recordings into unstructured text.
Then, using a machine learning platform from a conversation intelligence
company called Tethr, we brought structure to that data, tagging more than
8,300 unique factors across those sales calls. Finally, we did the math to
determine which of these factors drive sales performance and which do not.

And what emerged from this analysis was a story that was entirely
unexpected.



INTRODUCTION

Stuck

F or as long as sales training has been delivered and sales books have been
written, there’s been one singular objective we’ve all been focused on:
How do we overcome the customer’s status quo?

Focusing on the customer’s status quo makes perfect sense. After all, it’s a
formidable enemy—one that salespeople lose to all the time. Human beings
have a deep-seated bias for things to remain as they are. And customers, we
all know, will regularly pass on pursuing opportunities that have been clearly
demonstrated to make them better off.

It should come as no surprise, then, that companies have spent untold
amounts of time and money on sales training, coaching, and enablement in
order to help salespeople overcome the customer’s status quo. Sales
organizations equip their reps with better scripting, tighter value proposition
messaging, customer case studies, reviews, testimonials, proof points, ROI
calculators, and objection-handling techniques—all designed to help the
customer get over the hump, to get them to say yes to their offers and no to
doing more of the same.

Of course, there is no shortage of opinions as to how to do this. Some say
it’s about building trust while others argue it’s about diagnosing needs. In
fact, we wrote about this very problem in The Challenger Sale more than a
decade ago. In that research, we discovered that the best sellers—Challengers
—bring disruptive, provocative insights that reframe the customer’s thinking
as to how to make money, save money, or mitigate risk. What these gifted



reps had figured out was that the way to get the customer to move forward is
to show them that “the pain of same is worse than the pain of change.”

But that is not what this book is about.

This book is about a newer, more nefarious, and seemingly intractable
problem facing salespeople today: What happens when the customer agrees
that the status quo is unacceptable, that yours is the only solution that can
help them attain their objectives, that the whole buying committee is on
board . . . and you still lose?

This sort of thing happens more often than you might think.

In our research, we found that anywhere between 40 percent and 60
percent of deals today end up stalled in “no decision” limbo. To be clear,
these are customers who go through the entire sales process—consuming
valuable seller time and organizational resources, perhaps even engaging in
extended pilots or proof-of-concept trials—only to end up not crossing the
finish line.

What is a salesperson to do in this situation—when they’ve overcome the
customer’s status quo, won the battle for competitive differentiation, gotten
the customer to say they want their company’s solution . . . and yet, they still
don’t buy? What playbook do they follow when their hard-fought deal ends
up in the wasteland of inaction—when the sale ends not with a signature but
with the customer saying they “still need to think about it”?

Our research shows that they do what they’ve been taught to do for years.

When customers balk and start to get cold feet, sellers tend to go back to
the well. They assume it must be because they haven’t successfully overcome
the customer’s status quo. Perhaps the customer doesn’t fully appreciate the
problem that their solution is designed to solve. Or maybe they don’t yet see
enough daylight between their company’s solution and that of the
competition. So, salespeople break out their arsenal of tools to prove to the
customer the many ways their solutions will help them win. And, when push
comes to shove, they dial up the FUD—or, fear, uncertainty, and doubt—to
tap into the customer’s fear of missing out. They show the customer what
they stand to lose by not making this purchase today. They try to create a
burning platform that the customer has no choice but to abandon.



And yet, our research also shows—in very stark terms—that none of this
works. In fact, these time-honored sales tactics that have been passed on from
leader to manager to seller for decades aren’t just unproductive; they’re
actually counterproductive to the goal of getting the customer off the fence.

But why?

This is the question our research team spent more than a year trying to
answer.

And in the process, we discovered something truly surprising. The status
quo—which salespeople have always been taught is their biggest, if not only,
enemy—actually isn’t either of those things.

Our research reveals that losing to the status quo is actually one of two
possible reasons a deal can be lost to inaction and is, in fact, the less
menacing of the two. While the customer’s preference for the status quo is,
no doubt, a significant obstacle that every salesperson must overcome if they
wish to sell anything, there is a second, more challenging obstacle that
remains even after the status quo has been defeated: the customer’s own
inability to make a decision.

What makes customer indecision such a dangerous threat to salespeople?

First, indecision has a more powerful grip on the customer’s mind than
any preference they may have for the status quo. Preference for the status quo
is driven by a set of human biases that, simply stated, lead customers to want
things to remain as they are. Customer indecision, however, is driven by a
separate and distinct psychological effect called the omission bias, which is
the customer’s desire to avoid making a mistake. And of the two, it is the
omission bias that represents the more difficult obstacle for the salesperson to
overcome. In fact, statistically speaking, customer indecision accounts for
more of the deals lost to inaction than any preference for the status quo.
Customers, it turns out, are much less worried about missing out than they are
about messing up.

Second, indecision is extremely difficult for salespeople to detect. While
customers are perfectly comfortable stating their preference for the status quo
—that they believe the way they do things today is perfectly fine or that they
don’t see the vendor’s solution as a more compelling alternative—the same



cannot be said of indecision. Because it is driven by deeply personal fears,
indecision is not something that customers openly discuss with salespeople.
In fact, it’s often something customers aren’t even aware they’re struggling
with at all. Yet, our data shows that it is everywhere. Nearly 87 percent of
sales opportunities contain either moderate or high levels of indecision. And
it is toxic: as indecision increases, win rates plummet.

Third, the drivers of indecision are getting worse as the customer buying
environment changes. The customer’s preference for the status quo is a
constant, monolithic obstacle in sales; it has gotten neither better nor worse
with time. Customers today are just as likely to prefer the status quo as
customers were twenty years ago or will be twenty years from now. But
indecision has a set of discrete psychological drivers that are fueled by
environmental factors beyond our control. As the number of options available
to customers increases, as the amount of information available to research
those options expands, and as the cost and risk of vendor solutions continues
to rise, so too does the propensity for customers to become indecisive and,
ultimately, do nothing.

The final reason that indecision poses such an enormous challenge to
today’s salesperson is perhaps the most troubling: salespeople themselves are
unknowingly contributing to the problem. Because the conventional wisdom
is that the status quo is the salesperson’s biggest competitor, reps have only
ever been sent into battle with one playbook. But overcoming indecision
requires a fundamentally different approach from what is used to beat the
status quo. Where overcoming the status quo is about dialing up the fear of
not purchasing, overcoming indecision is about dialing down the fear of
purchasing. And, if the wrong playbook is applied in a pursuit, our research
shows that it can backfire dramatically. When sellers use the status quo
playbook on a customer who is, in fact, struggling with indecision, they
actually make the customer more indecisive, therefore increasing the odds
that the deal will end up stalling out and dying on the vine. Yet, for the
salesperson who has been taught to believe that their only real enemy is the
status quo, that playbook becomes their hammer and every hesitant customer
looks like a nail.



So how are sellers supposed to fight an enemy they’ve never been taught
to recognize and never been equipped to defeat?

Here, we do what we have always done: we look to what star salespeople
have already figured out on their own. Research over the years has shown
that the best reps have a knack for figuring out new approaches to systemic
problems when no playbook exists. They’re gifted at adapting to new
challenges and overcoming whatever stands in their way. Researchers often
refer to this as the “lead steer effect”: the leaders in the group change
direction as they spot new obstacles and opportunities and the rest of the herd
follows. So, if you want to know what everybody will be doing in the future,
look to what the leaders are doing now.

Neil Rackham’s seminal book SPIN Selling told the story of how top
sellers had figured out how to sell more complex solutions to their customers,
years before any sales organization was training its reps on solution-selling
techniques. In The Challenger Sale, we explored how top performers deal
with the problem of customers learning on their own, engaging sellers very
late, and forcing them to compete on price—a problem that has only become
worse in recent years. And in The Challenger Customer, we shared research
on how the best reps navigate another obstacle confounding today’s sellers:
the propensity of customers to bring more and more stakeholders to the table
to weigh in on a purchase decision.

Perhaps not surprisingly, high performers have also developed a playbook
for overcoming customer indecision and winning this decisive aspect of the
sale—despite never having been taught how to do so.

In a first-of-its-kind study, our research team used machine learning to
study millions of sales conversations across industries. The result: a new
playbook, based on four unique behaviors that high performers use for
navigating and overcoming customer indecision. This isn’t just a case of stars
being stars, executing standard sales techniques at a higher level. Instead,
many of these behaviors are actually contrary to the status quo playbook that
has been taught and reinforced by sales trainers for years.

Together, they form a new playbook—which we call the JOLT method—
that is purpose-built for overcoming customer indecision.



For sales leaders, managers, and reps, this is a problem absolutely worth
solving. It’s no overstatement to say that figuring out a way to overcome
customer indecision—to close the gap between “I want” and “I did”—
represents the single greatest opportunity to inflect growth for the average
business.

Over the course of this book, we’ll share with you our research regarding
the impact of customer indecision on sales, the social science that explains
why the status quo playbook backfires when used to combat indecision, the
“flavors” of customer indecision salespeople will encounter in the market, the
corresponding high-performer behaviors for overcoming them, and the
guidance for how to implement the JOLT method in your own sales
organization.

We hope you’ll read on, that you’ll be as surprised and encouraged by our
findings as we were, and, most importantly, that you’ll find a new pathway to
greater levels of sales performance than you ever thought possible.



CHAPTER ONE

The Inaction Paradox

S ometimes the smallest event can change the whole course of a massive,
planned undertaking in very unexpected ways.

This is exactly what happened to us.

Early on in our study—as the findings came pouring out of our machine
learning platform and we were struggling to make sense of what they were
telling us—we accepted an invitation to sit in on a pipeline review with a
sales leader we’d known for years and whose sales instincts we deeply
respected. This person had cut her teeth selling mainframe computers and
networking equipment back in the day and today runs one of the largest and
most successful sales organizations in the cloud computing industry.

The pipeline review started innocuously enough, but then something
curious happened. An experienced rep who had forecast a big deal to close
for the last two quarters—but had instead seen it continue to slip—was being
grilled about the opportunity. The rep seemed to have done everything right.
He’d taught the customer about an unseen opportunity that only the
company’s solution could address. He’d helped them execute a successful
proof of concept that won over the technical users in the organization. He’d
managed to convince a skeptical buying committee—proving the ROI of the
solution and defending the company’s unique differentiators and value
proposition. His buyer told him that they were ready to move forward.

But then, suddenly, the deal went cold. Weeks turned into months and
months into quarters. The customer went from frequent and robust



conversations with the rep to offering only curt replies, often days after
emails had been sent. In the last email the rep had received, the customer
said, “Priorities here are shifting. We should probably pick this conversation
up again next year.” What had once seemed like a sure thing now seemed to
be another deal about to be lost to inaction. The discussion in the pipeline
review was whether to “kill for cause” or keep putting time and resources
into pursuing it.

Then, the head of sales asked a question that took us all by surprise.

“Do you think the customer is committed to maintaining their status quo
or just indecisive about changing it?” she asked.

“I’m not sure I follow,” the rep replied. “What’s the difference?”

“Actually, quite a lot,” she said.

And just like that, our entire study took on new meaning. As soon as we
hung up the phone, our team went to work, poring over the data to test her
assertion.

From the very first pass through the data, it was clear that something very
strange was going on in the sales calls we had collected—something we
hadn’t expected or even thought to look for before that pipeline review: an
overwhelming number of customers who said that they were ready to buy
ended up as lost opportunities for the salesperson.

The Real Enemy in Sales

There has always been a wide range of opinions about the best way to sell,
but there has never been any disagreement that the customer’s status quo is
every salesperson’s biggest competitor.

While there are plenty of other vendors and suppliers out there that a
salesperson must contend with, they all pale in comparison to the threat posed
by the customer’s desire for things to remain as they are and their deep-seated
aversion to change. For this reason, sales organizations have poured time and
resources into equipping their salespeople to defeat the status quo. It’s the
focus of nearly every sales training session, coaching one-on-one, and pep
talk delivered to sellers. It’s the enemy that every piece of content—from



messaging to case studies to proof points and ROI calculators—is focused on.
It’s no overstatement to say that beating the status quo has become the
singular rallying cry for nearly every sales organization on earth.

It would therefore stand to reason that in sales, when a deal ends up
stalling out, lost to inaction, the only possible explanation is that the
salesperson has failed to break the gravitational pull of the customer’s status
quo.

And yet, this is not what we found.

When we look at all of the deals in our study that ended up marked as lost
to “no decision,” a completely different picture from the one that has been
painted for salespeople emerges. While the customer’s preference for the
status quo is a big competitor, it is not the only reason a deal can end up lost
in this way. Instead, we found that there is a second reason: the customer’s
own inability to make a decision. Or, put simply, customer indecision (see
Figure 1.1).

But even more surprisingly, of these two drivers, it is indecision that
accounts for more of these losses than the status quo. Across all of the deals
we studied, we found that only 44 percent of deals that end up lost to inaction
are due to the customer’s preference for the status quo—either not believing
that things are bad enough to change or not agreeing that the vendor’s
solution represents a more compelling alternative. But 56 percent of the time,
the customer expresses a desire to abandon their status quo and move forward
in a new way with the vendor’s solution but, for one reason or another, is
unwilling or unable to make a decision and commit (see sidebar “How We
Did the Research”).




Losses due to
inaction

Preference for Customer
status quo indecision

44% 96%

FIGURE 1.1: Breakdown of losses to inaction by root cause

For salespeople who have grown up being taught that the status quo is
their biggest competitor, the idea that the customer’s preference for the status
quo accounts for less than half of losses due to inaction is as shocking as it is
troubling. Readers are likely to ask the obvious question—How do we
overcome customer indecision?—and, to be clear, this will be our focus for
the rest of this book. But in order to appreciate the importance of overcoming
indecision, we need to first understand how it differs, in fundamental ways,
from a preference for the status quo.

HOW WE DID THE RESEARCH

To better understand how the best sellers combat indecision, our research team
at Tethr, a conversation intelligence software company, used a combination of
automatic speech recognition, natural language processing, and machine learning
to study more than 2.5 million sales calls from dozens of companies across a
variety of industries, representing hoth simple transactional sales (which were
often inbound) and highly complex “solution sales” (which were largely



outbound). It’s worth briefly explaining how we did this research, as the idea of
analyzing 2.5 million sales calls can seem unfathomable.

Working with our participant companies, we were able to collect large
samples of recorded sales calls. Some of the companies in our study used
platforms like Zoom, Teams, or Webex to record their sales calls. Others that
operate in more traditional call center settings (e.g., inside sales groups) recorded
calls centrally using a recording platform. Regardless of the format, we took the
unstructured audio recordings these companies sent us and, using a transcription
engine, converted them into unstructured text. Then, to bring structure to the
data, we used a machine learning platform to identify when and where certain
behaviors, actions, or “events” occurred in the calls. For example, we trained the
platform to identify any situation in which a customer expressed price concern
or when a rep diagnosed customer needs. Collectively, we taught the machine to
identify several hundred such concepts.

Identifying nuanced concepts in unstructured text is complicated. Take, for
instance, a customer expressing a concern or objection to the price of a vendor’s
offering. If you think about it, there are hundreds of possible ways a person
could say “I think it’s too expensive.” The key is to train the machine to
identify all of the phrases, utterances, and articulations that could be expressed
and to teach it to tell the difference between an utterance that is an accurate
reflection of price concern (e.g., “That’s too rich for my blood!”) and one that
isn’t (e.g, “Boy, that's rich coming from you!”). For several years, the team at
Tethr has been working on honing the training set used by its machine learning
platform in order to produce results that hit at an extremely high level of
accuracy—effectively minimizing instances of false positives (i.e., when the
machine says it’s spotted a comcept but, in fact, what it spotted isn't an
accurate representation of that concept) and false negatives (i.e, when the
machine missed a given concept because it was articulated in a way that it had
not been trained to recognize). Without doing this, you end up with a “garbage
in, garbage out” problem, the underlying data used in the analysis is rendered
unreliable, and, therefore, the conclusions are flawed. Once the machine spots
any relevant event in the sales conversations we studied, it tagged when and
where it occurred in the dialogue. We also factored in combinations or



“sequences” of variables and added in several real-valued variables as well (e.g.,
sales rep talk time, silence time, interruptions, and overtalk).l Each of these
could then be studied as an independent variable in our model.

For each call in our study, we were also provided with the “outcome”
variable by the participating company—namely, did the sale ultimately close or
not—as well as data about the seller’s level of performance relative to his or
her peers in the organization. For companies selling complex solutions, the “sale”
will involve multiple calls across an often lengthy sales process, so we collected
data across a time range that was long enough to allow for a sales cycle to be
completed—and then added buffers on either end to ensure we were casting as
broad a net as possible.

Putting this all together, we ended up with a massive regression model
where we could say—with tremendous accuracy—what exactly happened in
the sales conversation to drive the outcome we were studying. In total, the
model calculated partial correlations for more than 8,300 independent variables
with a dependent variable of a “closed sale.” The final model proved to
accurately predict outcomes more than 85 percent of the time. Once built, we
tested the model against our larger data set of roughly 2.5 million sales calls.

The Gravitational Pull of the Status Quo

As our pipeline story illustrates, it can feel to sellers that losing to the status
quo and losing to indecision are one and the same. After all, they result in an
identical outcome—the customer failing to take action—and can therefore be
hard for salespeople to tell apart. But our research and several decades of
social science tell us, in no uncertain terms, that they could not be any more
different. And assuming that they are one and the same is an extremely costly
mistake for a salesperson.

Status quo bias is, simply put, a person’s desire for things to remain as
they are. Decades of research in the fields of cognitive psychology and
behavioral economics—and the experiences of sellers in every market and
industry the world over—teach us that this bias has a tremendous hold on us



as human beings. In fact, researchers have found that people will opt for the
status quo even when presented with options that entail low switching costs
and would clearly make them better off. In the late 1980s, for example,
economists William Samuelson and Richard Zeckhauser ran a series of
experiments involving employees at Harvard University selecting their health
benefits plans. They found that even when presented with a far superior plan
with a better deductible and premium, more tenured employees tended to
stick with the plans they had already chosen (compared to new employees
who disproportionately chose the better plan from the menu of options)./2]

This happens for a few reasons, but the primary one is that change
requires effort, and the unfortunate news—especially for salespeople whose
job it is to sell change—is that people are genetically engineered to be lazy.
Decades of research in the fields of biomedical physiology and kinesiology
have demonstrated that the “principal of energy conservation” is hardwired
into all animals, including humans. We are wired to choose the path of least
resistance in any activity, choosing to minimize energy expenditure whenever
possible. One fascinating study by physiologist Jessica Selinger and her
colleagues showed that when fitted with a special leg brace that made normal
walking more difficult, participants’ nervous systems reflexively adjusted
their gait to minimize caloric burn and exertion—without the participants
themselves even being aware that it was happening.[3! So, finding the path of
least resistance is something we do without even thinking about it. It takes a
lot to get us to change.

The pull of the status quo becomes even more pronounced when we feel
like we’ve passed up on better options in the past. Once somebody has a track
record of passing up on better options, it makes it even less likely that they
will act on an objectively good option that is sitting right in front of them—
something behavioral economists call “inaction inertia.” Realtors see this all
the time. When buyers pass up or miss out on their dream home, it colors
their perception of every other home they look at even if, in absolute terms,
any of these other options represent a better situation than the buyer’s current
housing.



Salespeople are very familiar with status quo bias and encounter it all the
time with customers. In our study, we found countless examples of customers
falling back on the status quo as a reason not to move forward. Specifically,
we found three flavors of status quo bias. The first type is when the customer
expresses an actual preference for how they do things already. “This solution
is interesting,” said one customer, “although, I have to be honest, we’ve been
pretty happy with our current provider.” Another pointed out how much
they’d already invested in building their current homegrown solution:
“We’ve poured a ton of resources into building our own tool in-house.
Granted, yours has a fair amount of capability that ours doesn’t, but the
powers that be won’t like the idea of junking what we built.”

The second type of status quo preference we found is when the customer
doesn’t agree that the supplier’s solution represents a compelling enough
alternative. One customer stated bluntly, “I’m not seeing much difference
between your offering and the software we use now.” Others were more
diplomatic but just as clear that they weren’t buying what the rep was selling:
“I really appreciate the time you’ve spent with our team and I find what you
guys are doing to be really interesting. It’s going to take a lot for us to switch
providers, but we should keep the dialogue going. The product road map
vision you painted is very exciting.”

Finally, some customers will agree that their “A state” is suboptimal and
that the “B state” the vendor is pitching is much more compelling but will
still revert back to their status quo because of their concern about the change
involved. One customer said, “If you could wave a magic wand and get us
from our current platform to yours instantly, this would be a slam dunk.”
Another expressed concerns that their department was short-staffed and it
would be challenging to take on a project like what the vendor was proposing
before they were back to full strength. And for another customer, the
“baggage” of an earlier project that ended up taking twice as long as they
were told by the vendor colored his perception of taking on similar initiatives,
something he readily admitted was unfair, but still a reason his company was
going to stand pat with their status quo: “In our experience, these things
always end up taking at least twice as long as we’re told. It’s probably our



own fault that this happens and I know it’s not fair to hold it against you, but
there’s some skepticism around here when it comes to these sorts of
implementations.”

But the customer’s preference for the status quo—as troublesome as it can
be for sales reps to contend with—is still not the primary reason that deals
end up lost to inaction. The bigger reason, we now know from our research,
is that the customer is unable or unwilling to make a decision. In our study,
we found that more than half of opportunities in which the customer states
their intent to move away from their status quo nevertheless end up lost to
inaction. But why would a customer who is sold on leaving their status quo
behind still become indecisive and hesitate to take action?

The reason has to do with a psychological effect called the omission bias.

Nobody Likes to Lose

The omission bias derives from a concept psychologists refer to as “loss
aversion,” also known as prospect theory. In a series of now famous
experiments, two Israeli psychologists and economists, Daniel Kahneman
and Amos Tversky, demonstrated that people value the ability to minimize
loss more than the ability to maximize gain.
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FIGURE 1.2: A graphical representation of prospect theoryl4]

For instance, when Kahneman and Tversky presented respondents with an
opportunity to make a bet, they found that people tended to value the ability
to increase their odds of winning from 90 percent to 100 percent more than
they valued similar opportunities to improve their odds of winning from, say,
0 percent to 10 percent or from 50 percent to 60 percent (see Figure 1.2)..5]
This finding flew in the face of conventional economic theory, which held
that people would value each of these incremental improvements equally
because they each represent a 10 percent improvement. But, Kahneman and
Tversky found that these improvement opportunities are not equal in an
individual’s mind. Improving the odds of winning from 90 percent to 100
percent turned out to be valued more highly by respondents because of what
it represents—an opportunity to eliminate the possibility of loss entirely—



which isn’t true for any of the other 10 percent improvement opportunities
being offered. Rather than valuing these opportunities on their ability to
maximize gain, people value them instead based on their relative ability to
minimize loss. The duo found in their research that customers are actually
two to three times more likely to make a decision that enables them to avoid
loss than they are to make a decision that enables them to realize a gain.

A simple illustration of how this works is to think about how you would
feel if you found a one-hundred-dollar bill and then to compare that to how
you would feel if you were to lose a one-hundred-dollar bill. Rationally
speaking, you should feel exactly the same level of emotion whether you find
or lose a one-hundred-dollar bill. After all, in either scenario, it’s still the
same dollar impact to you. But most of us don’t feel this way at all. Instead,
the negative emotions we feel when losing one hundred dollars are far
stronger than the positive emotions we feel when we find the same amount of
money. In layperson’s terms, Kahneman explains, “People hate losing much
more than they like winning.”.6!

But, there is an important twist to their findings—one most salespeople,
even those well-practiced in appealing to the customer’s desire to avoid loss,
fail to appreciate: all types of loss are not created equal.

Errors of Commission vs. Errors of Omission

In their research, Kahneman and Tversky found that we place more weight on
loss that is the result of doing something wrong (what are known as “errors of
commission”) than we do on loss that is a result of failing to do something
right (known as “errors of omission”). This phenomenon is called the
omission bias. Simply put, this bias holds that people actually feel more
regret when bad things result from their actions as opposed to when bad
things happen as a result of their inactions.l”]

To illustrate, imagine a customer is weighing a significant purchase
decision, like a new software platform that could change the course of her
business. The new software seems to represent a way to avoid the significant
maintenance costs and productivity drag associated with the current system



the company uses. Now, let’s say the customer chooses not to make the
purchase and this results in an unrealized opportunity to improve her
company’s performance by ten million dollars. Now, consider the opposite.
What if, instead of deciding not to make the investment, the customer decides
to pull the trigger and sign the contract and, rather than proving to be a boon
to her business, the whole thing backfires? Instead of closing productivity
gaps and generating company growth, the investment leads to a ten-million-
dollar loss. If you were in this customer’s shoes, you’d probably rather sign
up for the first ten-million-dollar loss than the second even though,
objectively speaking, the loss is exactly the same in either situation.

So, yes, it’s true that all customers want to avoid loss. But what they really
want to avoid is loss that is the direct result of an action they took. Customers
fear more the bad things that happen when they do something as opposed to
the bad things that happen when they do nothing. They are, ultimately, more
comfortable with missing out than they are with messing up.

Why We Feel So Strongly about Not Making Mistakes

Why do customers place more weight on loss that results from their actions
than from their inactions? Part of the explanation lies in the fact that errors of
commission are concrete. An error of commission is tangible and directly
observable. Choosing to do one thing means you’ve decided not to do other
things. You’ve effectively closed off other doors and possible courses of
action from consideration. Errors of omission, on the other hand, are abstract
and more difficult for the customer to measure and observe. Not deciding to
make a specific decision could result in a loss . . . but you won’t know for
some time and, in certain cases, you may never know whether those losses
ever materialize. The error of omission is a can the customer can kick down
the road. The error of commission, on the other hand, is realized soon after
the DocuSign is sent back to the vendor.

Another explanation is that errors of commission are personal in a way
that errors of omission are not. Errors of commission are attributable to a
person—even in a complex B2B purchase, there’s always one person who



chairs the buying committee, one person who makes the final decision, and
one person who signs the agreement. An error of omission, on the other hand,
could be anybody’s fault. Opportunities come and go and it’s hard to point to
the person who committed the error or to the moment in which the error was
committed. Everybody is culpable when it comes to sticking with the status
quo, but somebody is personally responsible for changing it.

Consider the earlier example of the executive considering a new software
platform for her business. If the customer makes the purchase and it goes
sideways, it ultimately comes back to the person who signed the agreement
and committed the budget and resources for the investment. But, what about
choosing not to make the purchase and losing out on an opportunity to
generate greater productivity and growth? Well, there were many other
opportunities in the past to upgrade the system that the customer’s
predecessors chose not to pursue. And there were other members of the
buying committee who expressed skepticism about the investment. There’s
plenty of blame to go around when choosing to do nothing.

Interestingly, researchers have found that over time, errors of omission
start to feature more prominently in our minds than errors of commission—
that is, once time has passed, the costs of having forgone previous
opportunities is no longer abstract but instead becomes concrete to us..8! In
the same way, a customer might look back on a decision they didn’t make
several years before, and that lost opportunity may figure more prominently
in their minds than decisions they actually did make. It’s similar to when
people are asked what their greatest regrets are in life: they will invariably
point to opportunities they didn’t take (e.g., the job they passed on, the
concert they didn’t go to, the house they didn’t buy, the person they didn’t
ask on a date in college).2! But, this does the salesperson little good. A
purchase decision is something that needs to happen in the here and now.
Sellers can’t wait years for customers to reflect and only then realize they
made a mistake. They need the customer to make a decision in the near term,
whether that’s by the end of the year, the quarter, the month, or by the end of
a phone call.



This finding—that a customer’s preference for the status quo and their
desire to avoid making a mistake are, in fact, two different things—has been
documented by researchers outside of sales as well. Psychologists Ilana Ritov
and Jonathan Baron, for example, published a study in the early 1990s in
which they sought to peel these two psychological effects apart.

“The term ‘status quo bias’ has been used to describe people’s tendency of
‘doing nothing or maintaining one’s current or previous decision,” ” they
write. “Clearly, there are two claims embedded in this statement: the claim
that people prefer to keep their current state of affairs, and the claim that
people are reluctant to take action that will change this state.”/10] In their
study, participants were presented with different scenarios in which change
will occur unless the participant takes action. They found that “subjects
reacted more strongly to adverse outcomes caused by action, whether the
status quo was maintained or not, and subjects preferred inaction over action
even when inaction was associated with change.”llll Not only did Ritov and
Baron find that status quo bias and omission bias—while they result in the
same outcome, inaction—are two different psychological effects, but, of the
two, it is the preference to avoid making a mistake that has the more powerful
grip on us as human beings.

The omission bias helps explain why a customer who states their intent to
abandon the status quo may still end up in a state of indecision, worrying
over whether to take action. But it doesn’t, in and of itself, explain what
errors customers are so fearful of committing. Thankfully, the social science
tells us what those are.

The Three Purchasing “Errors of Commission”

In 2003, researchers Veerle Germeijs and Paul de Boeck asked 174
graduating high school seniors to make decisions about college courses. /12
Respondents completed two questionnaires designed to determine where their
indecision, if any, stemmed from. When they regressed the data, something
fascinating emerged. It turns out that their indecision could be traced back to
three specific fears.



First, some participants struggled with “valuation problems.” That is to
say, they did not know how to value different options relative to one another
and feared making the wrong choice from among a host of courses that
seemed equally attractive. Second, some students became indecisive because
of “lack of information.” That is, they feared they hadn’t done enough
homework to make an informed choice. And, finally, some feared that they
would fail to see the expected benefits from their decision. Germeijs and De
Boeck refer to this as “outcome uncertainty.” Even if they felt like they had
enough information and were confident in picking one course over another,
they nevertheless feared that they wouldn’t actually realize the full benefits of
their decision (e.g., Would the course actually help them prepare for their
chosen professions?).

Our own study of sales conversations confirmed this finding. When we
bucketed customers into the type of indecision they were experiencing, we
found an identical pattern to what Germeijs and De Boeck found many years
before—that there are, effectively, three reasons a customer might experience
indecision: (1) they are worried about choosing the wrong option, (2) they are
concerned that they haven’t done enough homework, or (3) they fear they
won’t get what they’re paying for (see Figure 1.3). Each of these, we found,
has an associated set of behaviors and unique phrases and utterances—quite
literally, things customers will say in a sales conversation—that serve as
markers of their indecision.

In our study, the first fear—valuation problems—reared its head in a few
different ways. Sometimes it came up when comparing feature sets across
competitors. In one sales conversation, the customer said to the salesperson,
“I know your system is cheaper to operate but your competitor’s is much
faster. We’re trying to figure out what’s most important to us as a business.”
Other times, it showed up at the end of the sales process when the customer
starts hemming and hawing over what the final contract should cover. Several
customers wondered out loud what the best package was for their needs:
“We’re trying to figure out if we need to include the professional services
component or if our team can do the work themselves,” said one. Another
ruminated about contract length: “I know we said we wanted to go with the



three-year contract to lock in the price, but I’'m now wondering if we
shouldn’t go back to the two-year agreement just to give us some more
flexibility.”

Customer
indecision

Valuation Lack of Outcome
problems information uncertainty
FIGURE 1.3: The three drivers of indecision

The second fear, lack of information, presented itself in sales
conversations as the customer saying they needed to do more research before
making a decision, despite having already consumed significant amounts of a
seller’s time, as well as that of their organization. They ask their reps to send
more and more information to support their decision-making process. They
ask them to have additional calls to address new questions that have come up
since the last call. They enlist the help of third-party purchasing consultants
to advise them on the purchase. And they invite more colleagues to weigh in
on the purchase before making a decision—hoping that bringing a diverse
group together with expertise in different areas will help them fill in the



blanks. On one call, we heard the salesperson let out an audible sigh when his
customer asked for “one more demo to just confirm that we are leaving no
stone unturned.”

The last fear—outcome uncertainty—is all about the “believability gap”
between what reps claim their product or solution can do for the customer
and the customer’s confidence that these promised outcomes will, in fact,
come true. Customers struggling with outcome uncertainty asked for endless
references and seemed like they were basing their decision on reviews from
other customers. Or they pressed reps on modeling out the exact returns they
should expect—sometimes insisting on low-cost (or no-cost) proof-of-
concept trials and pilots to validate that the solution worked and that it would
generate the anticipated benefits or returns. “We’re not going to pay for you
to prove your product works,” said one customer when the salesperson
suggested the pilot the customer was asking for would entail a fee. “If this
thing doesn’t work for us, it’s on me.” They may believe the seller that their
solution is valuable and unique, but they are still trying to figure out if it’s
going to deliver on what they need. It could be that the promised returns seem
too good to be true. Or it could simply be that they lack experience using
products like the one they’re considering. Or perhaps their indecision stems
from having been burned in the past by other vendors whose promises never
materialized. Whatever the reason, these customers become incapacitated by
the fear that they will make a mistake and be left holding the bag when the
expected returns don’t come to pass.

A Problem That Is Only Getting Worse

These drivers of indecision—valuation problems, lack of information, and
outcome uncertainty—are not only problematic for salespeople today; they
are likely to become a much bigger problem in the future.

With so many options being offered by vendors—and with an explosion
of start-up players in almost every industry—customers find themselves
unable to choose the right option. How does one company’s unique feature or
benefit compare to a completely different feature or benefit offered by a



competitor? Similarly, the amount of information available to customers to
evaluate products and services—not just from the companies that produce
them but from expert analysts, reviewers, and everyday users—seems to
grow exponentially every day, adding to the customer’s concern that they
haven’t done enough homework to make an informed choice. And finally, as
vendors push to increase the “stickiness” of their solutions—and therefore the
cost, resource intensity, and risk associated with buying and implementing
them— customers will increasingly find themselves wringing their hands
over the question of whether all of the time, energy, and resources they’re
putting into a purchase will ever pay off or whether they’ll be left having to
answer for a bad decision.

In this sense, indecision is on a different trajectory than the status quo and
is likely to only get worse with time. A customer’s preference for the status
quo is fairly monolithic and unchanging—it is the same today as it will be in
the future. We’ll always need to contend with the customer’s aversion to
change and desire for things to remain as they are. But indecision is driven by
environmental factors that are beyond our control. It is not unreasonable to
assume, then, that in the near future, indecision will account for an even
greater share of losses due to inaction than it does today.

The “Silent Killer” of Sales

A big part of the challenge for salespeople—and one of the main reasons
indecision has gone unrecognized for so long—is that it is difficult for a
salesperson to detect in a conversation. Unlike the status quo, which
customers will frequently discuss openly—stating that they prefer what they
do today or that they don’t believe the vendor’s solution represents a more
compelling alternative—indecision is rarely discussed in such terms. Because
it’s rooted in personal fears, it’s something customers either don’t feel
comfortable admitting to or, more likely, are unaware is even affecting them
and preventing them from making progress.

But, by leveraging natural language processing and machine learning, we
are able to pick up on the emotions that are markers of indecision—emotions



like uncertainty, confusion, anxiety, skepticism, and concern. Using this
“carbon monoxide detector,” we find that indecision is everywhere. A
staggering 87 percent of all conversations in our study showed either
moderate or high levels of customer indecision (see Figure 1.4). For a
salesperson, finding a decisive customer is more like finding a needle in a
haystack of indecision. While disqualifying deeply indecisive customers is a
part of our story, which we’ll discuss later on in the book, indecision is
impossible to avoid in sales. In many respects, it’s surprising that more deals
don’t end up lost to indecision.

20%
15%
Sales call 10%
distribution °

5%

0%

Low Moderate High

Level of indecision
FIGURE 1.4: Sales call distribution by level of customer indecision

When we separate out those calls in which customers verbalize their
intention to buy, conversion rates—which one would have assumed would be
sky-high—are actually far lower than expected, averaging around 26 percent.
Instead of closing, a massive number of these sales fall apart for the seller,
like a slow-motion train wreck. Despite expressing their intent to purchase
early on in the sales process, these customers nevertheless start to voice
significant levels of uncertainty and confusion. Emotions like these are,



statistically speaking, some of the most damaging events in terms of impact
on sales potential. And, when paired with objections—which occur on nearly
70 percent of the sales calls in our study—it is a toxic combination and, more
often than not, a recipe for inaction. On call after call, prospects talked about
shifting priorities and offered familiar refrains about past purchases they
regretted making, ultimately pushing deals that felt as if they were at the goal
line much farther away or taking them off the playing field altogether.

The corrosive impact of indecision on win rates is hard to overstate and
something that most sales leaders don’t even realize is happening. When
customers start expressing the emotions we associate with indecisiveness,
sales conversion begins to crater and it does so dramatically (see Figure 1.5).
The more these emotions are expressed, the worse it gets. Where we found
low levels of indecision in sales conversations, we found win rates in the 45—
55 percent range. Just a moderate level of indecision drags win rates down
into the 25-30 percent range. And where we see high levels of indecision, we
found win rates below 5 percent. It’s a success rate no better than throwing a
dart at a dartboard—while blindfolded.
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FIGURE 1.5: Impact of customer indecision on sales win rates



In the end, deals that seemed a sure thing ended not in a signature but in
the customer saying they needed to “think about it.” In fact, when we looked
at our sample of sales calls and isolated only those opportunities where a
customer had already expressed their intention to buy but nevertheless
walked away without doing so, we found many phrases that were predictive
of a lost sale. But, that one in particular—“I need to think about it some
more”—proved to be more highly correlated with lost deals than any other
across the tens of thousands of utterances we isolated in these calls. This
phrase, statistically speaking, is the kiss of death. It is, in fact, actually far
worse than being told no. It is the hallmark of customer indecision. One sales
leader we interviewed called this the “warm hands, cold feet” phenomenon:
when the customer says you’ve won their business but you still end up losing
to “no decision.”

But as troubling as all of this is, what is more troubling is that salespeople
are unknowingly contributing to the problem.

Our Own Worst Enemy

In our study, we found that there was a remarkable consistency with which
sellers tended to engage customers at the first sign they were getting cold
feet. The default playbook—for the overwhelming majority of reps—is to
assume the customer’s status quo had not yet been defeated and, therefore, go
back and try to defeat it again. We found this behavior on an astounding 73
percent of all sales calls in our study. What these reps actually sell may vary
from company to company and industry to industry, but how they attempt to
overcome customer indecision is remarkably consistent.

This approach manifests in two different ways. Many reps attempt to
reconvince the customer that their current state—the way they do things
today—is suboptimal, if not unacceptable. These sellers seek to “dial up the
FUD?” (i.e., fear, uncertainty, and doubt) in an apparent attempt to scare the
customer into action. Alternatively, some reps try to resell the customer on
the value of the future state—how great things could be if the customer
moves forward with the purchase. These reps focus on re-proving the ROI of



the purchase, reinforcing the vendor’s value proposition and differentiation,
or reeducating the customer on the features and benefits of the product they
were once certain they wanted but are now starting to waver on. Regardless
of which path is taken, these are two sides of the same coin: re-proving to the
customer that they will succeed by making the purchase.

The problem, as seen through the eyes of the average salesperson, is that,
despite the fact that the buyer is telling me they see value in our solution,
they must not be fully convinced. They say they want our product or service,
but there must still be an open question about why they should buy. If they
really did believe in the why, then surely that would be enough motivation to
push forward to action. So, if they hesitate, the average salesperson believes
that, for whatever reason, they’ve not yet managed to break away from the
gravitational pull of the customer’s status quo.

And yet, despite the widespread use of an approach that’s been handed
down from leader to manager to salesperson for decades, our data shows—in
equally stark and unrelenting terms—that it doesn’t work. In fact, it backfires
dramatically.

We found that when sellers attempt to “relitigate” the status quo with
customers who’ve already expressed purchase intent, it generates a negative
impact on sales outcomes 84 percent of the time (see Figure 1.6).

This possibility had never crossed our minds. The notion that a hesitant
customer is a customer who doesn’t yet believe they will succeed by making
the purchase seems so patently obvious that we never thought to question it.
It’s a concept that is woven into the conventional wisdom in sales. It’s a topic
that’s been the subject of countless sales books. It’s been the singular focus
of nearly every sales training program and sales methodology in existence.
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FIGURE 1.6: Impact of relitigating the status quo with indecisive customers

And yet, as widely accepted and used as this approach is, our data shows
that it doesn’t work to overcome customer indecision.

Why?

The reason is that, by definition, overcoming the status quo is about
showing the customer how they will succeed by making the purchase and, by
definition, what they stand to lose by doing nothing. It’s about demonstrating
the cost of inaction—showing what will happen if the status quo is
maintained. By appealing to the customer’s fear of missing out, we can get
them to move forward, the thinking goes.

But as we’ve already discussed, customers are less concerned about loss
that stems from their inactions than they are about loss that stems from their
actions. Of course, the customer is already convinced of the cost of doing
nothing—this is why they agreed to the vision you painted. But once they
have agreed that they should move on from the status quo, the thing they now
fear—and fear more—is the failure that may result from their actions: what
will happen not if they do nothing but rather if they do something. And those
costs will be both concrete and directly attributable to their decision.

This is why—for a customer who has agreed on a vision—it does no good
for the salesperson to go back to the well, dial up the “pain of same,” and
convince the customer of what they stand to lose by maintaining the status



quo because, at this point in the sale, that’s not what the customer is worried
about. Once they’ve stated their intent to move away from their status quo,
the customer is no longer motivated by any of the abstract things that the
seller is trying to draw the customer’s attention to as they try to reconvince
them. They aren’t worried about missing a discount window or having to wait
longer for a product to be back in stock. They aren’t thinking about the fact
that their team will have to wait another quarter before they replace the
legacy system. They aren’t concerned with losing ground to competitors.
They aren’t sweating the ongoing cost of maintaining the status quo. And
they aren’t fretting the upside opportunity or ROI they won’t be capitalizing
on.

Instead, the only thing they are concerned about is that they may be
making a big mistake by purchasing your solution. All of the other concerns
sellers try to leverage to motivate action pale in comparison to this. After all,
you don’t get fired for losing out on a 10 percent discount or having to wait
another month for an implementation window. But you do get fired for
spending money on a solution that fails to deliver the benefits it’s supposed to
deliver.

So, while it is good practice to build intent by showing the customer that
the pain of same is worse than the pain of change, once the status quo is
defeated and purchase intent is established, the calculus flips. To get from
intent to action, the seller must now overcome the omission bias. Defeating
the status quo may be all about showing the customer how they will succeed
with your solution, but overcoming indecision is all about proving to the
customer that they won’t fail by purchasing your solution. When the
customer becomes indecisive, it is typically not because they prefer the status
quo. Instead, it’s because they don’t want to make an irreversible mistake.
And while those two things sound identical, we now know that they couldn’t
be more different.

Readers likely now see how relitigating the status quo can be a waste of
time when dealing with an indecisive customer who is already sold on the
need to move away from the status quo. But you’ll recall that we found this
behavior not just to be unproductive, but actually counterproductive.



Statistically speaking, the seller is better off doing nothing than trying to
again convince the customer to change their status quo.

Why is this? How does relitigating the status quo actually hurt the seller?

To understand why, we need to think about the emotions sellers are
looking to tap into when reconvincing the customer to abandon their status
quo. When selling to the customer initially—before the customer offers their
intent to purchase—reps will often lean more heavily on the “B state,”
painting a rosy and exciting picture for the customer. And when the customer
starts to waver and show frustrating signs of indecision, sellers tend to then
paint a dark picture for the customer, dialing up the fear, uncertainty, and
doubt that they hope will scare the customer into action.

Fundamentally, this approach is about tapping into the customer’s fears—
fear that they’ll be stuck with a suboptimal status quo or fear that they’ll miss
out on a golden opportunity to capture benefits or upside previously
unattainable. But, as we’ve already discussed, fear is ultimately what is
causing the customer to be indecisive. Namely, that they are about to make a
big mistake. And so, piling more fear on top of the customer’s existing fears
tends to backfire dramatically for the salesperson, as it just gives the
customer more to be worried about, more reason to feel stuck, and more
justification for kicking the can down the road. Simply put, trying to scare an
already scared customer into buying is a terrible sales strategy.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we’ve learned that the bigger driver of losses due to inaction
is not preference for the status quo; it’s customer indecision, which is driven
by the omission bias (i.e., the customer’s desire to avoid making a mistake).
The omission bias is powerful and, ultimately, a far bigger obstacle for the
salesperson to overcome than convincing the customer that their status quo is
suboptimal. Not only that, but the fears that drive indecision—valuation
problems, lack of information, and outcome uncertainty—are fed by
environmental factors beyond any of our control. As options offered by
vendors become more numerous, information available to buyers continues to



pile up, and the cost and risk of solutions increases, the likelihood a customer
will become stuck and mired in their own indecision goes up as well. And,
finally, when it comes to indecision, salespeople are often their own worst
enemies—not only have they never been taught how to detect it, but by
continuing to relitigate the status quo with customers who are, in fact,
struggling with indecision, they increase the customer’s level of fear, anxiety,
and indecision, making it more likely their deal will end up stalling out and
ultimately be lost to inaction.

The customer’s desire to avoid losses that are the direct result of their
actions is, unfortunately, something that average performers misdiagnose all
the time. Ultimately, average performers struggle to convert sales that are
sitting right at the finish line because they deploy a playbook designed for
beating the status quo, not one purpose-built for overcoming indecision.
When a customer is already sold on the new way forward, that life will be
better with your company’s product or service, no amount of reconvincing
them of these things will overcome what’s standing in the way of them
signing on the dotted line. Getting them across the finish line requires a
fundamentally different approach. Our research shows that the best sellers
have figured out that there is a point in the sale where their job is no longer
convincing the customer how they’ll succeed by making the purchase; it’s
about proving to the customer that they won’t fail by making the purchase.

In the next chapter, we’ll share the surprising playbook high performers
deploy for overcoming customer indecision as revealed through our analysis
of more than 2.5 million sales conversations.



CHAPTER TWO

The JOLT Effect

S o far, we’ve established a few things.

First, indecision is a big problem for salespeople. Our research shows
that it has a toxic effect on win rates and that it happens all the time—in all
types of sales, across both transactional and complex sales. It is a problem
that robs sellers of productivity and effectiveness and one that represents a
massive opportunity cost for sales organizations and companies. And it’s a
problem that shows no signs of letting up. If anything, it’s likely to get worse.
As suppliers flood the market with content, introducing new offerings and
options, and as fast-moving, disruptive start-ups pop up in nearly every
industry, the reasons for customers to hit the pause button and take more time
to mull over a purchase decision are only becoming more numerous.

Second, the well-worn playbook most sellers use to overcome indecision
fails to do so—in fact, it fails dramatically. At the end of the day, sellers have
only ever been equipped to do one thing: beat the status quo. And the
techniques they’ve been taught for doing so—most notably appealing to the
“pain of same”—backfires when applied to the task of overcoming customer
indecision and actually getting customers to act on their intentions.

What’s clear is that salespeople today need to be equipped with two
playbooks, not just one. Where average performers believe that the sale is
simply about beating the status quo and appealing to the customer’s desire to
avoid the “pain of same,” the best sellers know that there is a second phase—
between agreement on a vision and an actual purchase decision—where



things can, and often do, go off the rails. This second phase is about dealing
with the fears that are preventing the customer from being able to move
forward. This—in and of itself—is a highly surprising finding in light of the
decades of management attention and sales training investment that has been
devoted to only the first part of the sale. There is a surprising dearth of
research, books, and training content on the second phase of the sale, and yet,
without successfully traversing from intent to action, sellers still face an
incredibly high probability of finding their deal stuck in the land of
indecision.

Make no mistake, defeating the status quo will always be a key
component of any sale. If a seller cannot break the gravitational pull of the
status quo, she has no hopes of selling anything. But as the status quo is
defeated and starts to recede, it is replaced by a second, more menacing foe:
the customer’s own indecision, which is driven by a set of errors they are
desperate to avoid committing. If the playbook for beating the status quo is
predicated on dialing up the fear of not purchasing, the playbook for
overcoming customer indecision is about dialing down the fear of purchasing.

Overcome indecision

Beat the status quo

Status . Agreement . Purchase

»

quo on a vision "~ decision
FIGURE 2.1: The two playbooks for sales effectiveness

The best way for salespeople to think of these two playbooks is that they
work in tandem across the sales process (see Figure 2.1). When a salesperson
first engages a customer in their status quo—and across the early stages of



the sale—the most important thing for a rep to do is to defeat the status quo.
Once the customer’s intent is secured and the status quo fades into the
background, what comes to fill the vacuum and take its place is the
customer’s own indecision. The fear of missing out is replaced by the fear of
messing up. If the salesperson has any hopes of bridging the gap between
intent and action, she must at this point subordinate the playbook for beating
the status quo to the playbook for overcoming indecision.

Importantly, overcoming indecision is not merely an approach for closing
—that is, overcoming late-stage customer hesitancy and solving the “last
mile” problems that sellers are so familiar with. Best reps know that while
indecision is unlikely to fully rear its head until the salesperson puts the status
quo to bed and gets the customer to agree on a vision, it’s important for the
salesperson to be attuned to signs of customer indecision that may start
appearing in the very first interaction. These star sellers know that indecision
can creep in at any point in the sales process and that to avoid the problem of
customers taking “one step forward, two steps back,” the seller must be
constantly vigilant—from the first moment of the sale to the last.

So, what’s in this second playbook? How exactly do high performers
overcome customer indecision?

The JOLT Method

Our research reveals that high performers execute a unique playbook when
dealing with stuck customers—one purpose-built for overcoming indecision
that is, in many respects, the opposite not only of what they’ve been taught to
do over the years but also the opposite of the approach they take to beat the
status quo. We call this playbook the JOLT method.

The first behavior we identified in our research was “judging the
indecision.” In a series of interviews we conducted with high-performing
salespeople, we found that they qualify and disqualify opportunities in a
different way from average salespeople. While it’s long been known that high
performers qualify opportunities based on externally observable criteria (e.g.,
use case fit, industry attractiveness, company dynamics), our research reveals



that they also qualify opportunities based on less observable but nonetheless
critical criteria based on the customer’s own ability to make decisions. Put
another way, they qualify not just on ability to buy but also on ability to
decide.

The purpose of this is twofold. First, it enables them to disqualify
hopelessly stuck customers. In our study, we found that high performers were
disproportionately more likely to disqualify opportunities in which the
customer seemed intractably indecisive. Through a combination of
indecision-focused diagnosis, active listening, and careful observation, they
are able to ascertain whether the customer can be motivated to take action or
whether it is a lost cause. Unlike their average-performing peers for whom
“hope springs eternal,” top sellers seem to have an innate sense for the
likelihood that a customer can be guided out of their indecision and whether
it’s worth their time and energy to do so. And, second, when they determine
that a customer is not hopelessly stuck but may still be struggling with some
level of indecision, it enables them to understand the degree to which they
need to lean into their indecision playbook or, at the very least, how to
forecast the deal.

The next behavior in the JOLT method is “offer your recommendation.”
When working with customers struggling with valuation problems—
concerned about picking from among what seem like equally attractive
options—we found that the approach most salespeople take is to rely on
needs diagnosis. These reps defer to the customer and use a bevy of questions
to try to surface what’s really important to the customer. But high performers
know that customers who are indecisive are looking for guidance, not more
choice. And so, they take a decidedly different approach. Rather than asking
confused customers what they want, they instead tell them what they should
buy (e.g., “These are all good options, but personally, here’s what I would do
if I were you”). In doing so, they make a decision that can feel overwhelming
and complicated for the customer instead feel streamlined and achievable,
ultimately increasing the odds that the customer will move forward, not back.

The third behavior we uncovered was “limiting the exploration.” The
overwhelming amount of information available to customers to research and



evaluate opportunities and providers is the bane of every salesperson’s
existence because it feeds the customer’s perception that they haven’t done
enough homework to make an informed purchase decision—the “lack of
information” problem we discussed in chapter 1. But where average
performers see themselves as purveyors of information for customers—
indulging every request they have for more information, be that an additional
white paper, another demo, or one more reference call—high performers
seem to know that no amount of additional information will ever satisfy the
customer’s desire for more and that it is ultimately impossible for customers
to consume all of the information out there to inform a purchase decision. So
rather than continuing to feed the customer’s request for more, high
performers limit the exploration by controlling the flow of information,
anticipating needs and addressing unstated objections, and practicing radical
candor when customers dig in and insist on superfluous amounts of
information. To earn the right to do this, they know that they must establish
themselves as subject matter experts who are both credible (i.e., they know
more than the customer about the decision the customer is trying to make)
and trustworthy (i.e., they help the customer see that their guidance is rooted
not in what will enable them to sell more but instead in what is in the
customer’s best interests).

The fourth and final behavior in the JOLT method is “take risk off the
table.” When faced with customers who start to fret about outcome
uncertainty—whether they will get the benefits they hope for—our data
shows that average performers tend to counter this concern by directing the
customers’ attention away from what they might lose by making the purchase
and back toward what they stand to lose by not making the purchase. In other
words, they take a classic FUD approach to try to scare the customer into
making a decision. High performers, however, understand that there is a time
and a place where showing customers the cost of inaction can be useful—
namely, when trying to overcome the status quo and gain agreement on a
vision. But, once this is accomplished, continuing to dial up the “pain of
same” is counterproductive since customers become more concerned about
potential loss related to their actions, not inactions. And chief among these



concerns is the customer’s deep fear that they will be left high and dry, held
accountable for purchases that end up not delivering their intended benefits.

To overcome the customer’s outcome uncertainty, high performers focus
not on scaring the customer into buying but on coming up with creative
solutions that limit downside risk (e.g., opt-outs, refund and change clauses,
additional professional services support, contract carve-outs). At the same
time, they seek to manage customer expectations as to when and to what
degree returns will be realized and to put in place guardrails that make the
customer feel like losing is a very low-probability outcome (e.g., “I’ve
mapped out our first three months together to show you exactly what we’re
going to do to get some quick wins”). Finally, in contrast to much of the
conventional wisdom out there that high-quality sales are always bigger and
more expansive, we found that high performers can overcome outcome
uncertainty by recommending to customers that they instead start small,
generate early wins, and then expand from there. Ironically, they ultimately
sell more by selling less up front.

Together, these four techniques comprise the JOLT method—judge the
indecision, offer your recommendation, limit the exploration, and take risk off
the table. It’s the playbook high performers use to get their customers
unstuck, overcoming their indecision and, ultimately, jolting them into action.
As we explore each of these techniques in more detail, we’ll share both the
compelling empirical evidence that these techniques work as well as the
evidence from social science that helps explain why these techniques are so
effective.

The JOLT Effect

Before we dive into each of these behaviors, we need to understand what the
payoff is. Any sales leader who has ever tried to roll out a new methodology
or sales approach can attest to the fact that driving change at the front line is
hard—it takes time, commitment, and investment. So the return has to be
worth it in order to consider pushing yet another new set of behaviors onto
their salespeople.



Here, there is good news for sales leaders. In no uncertain terms, our
analysis reveals not only that these behaviors are worth considering but that
leaders would be hard-pressed to find any investment that can deliver the win
rate improvements that we see with this new playbook.

Because these techniques are not commonly taught in the typical sales
training class—and, in some cases, are the opposite of what’s being taught—
we don’t see them very often in real sales calls. Of the calls we studied, fully
one-third showed either a low or a completely undetectable level of JOLT
skill demonstration. And only 7 percent of all calls showed a high level of
JOLT skill demonstration. Suffice it to say, there is room for improvement
for the vast majority of salespeople.

But the data also clearly shows that learning how to apply the techniques
that comprise the JOLT method can be a clear difference-maker for
salespeople when dealing with customer indecision. Recall from chapter 1
that relitigating the status quo—when used alone as a technique for
overcoming customer indecision—has a negative impact on win rates 84
percent of the time. But what happens when sellers instead use a JOLT
approach? What happens, then, when sellers don’t just rely on inducing fear
but instead use JOLT for reducing it? When this happens, sellers go from an
84 percent probability of a bad outcome to a 70 percent probability of a good
one.

When we break out the data, we see JOLT sellers delivering higher win
rates across all levels of customer indecision than what the average seller is
able to produce (see Figure 2.2).

69%

39%
31%

Low indecision Moderate indecision High indecision

Average performer win rate ] JOLT seller win rate Overall average win rate



FIGURE 2.2: Average seller vs. JOLT seller win rates by level of customer indecision

First, consider customers experiencing low levels of indecision. Decisive
customers make everybody look like they’re good at sales. And, not
surprisingly, both average performers and JOLT sellers convert well above
the average win rate of 26 percent. In these rare situations, average sellers
convert at 39 percent while top performers land nearly 70 percent of their
opportunities. But, as we discussed previously, decisive customers are hard to
come by. Instead, the vast majority of opportunities—87 percent, to be exact
—are with customers experiencing either moderate or high levels of
indecision. And as soon as customer indecision spikes, average performers
regress back to the mean, converting at 26 percent, while their JOLT seller
counterparts still maintain a conversion rate of 57 percent. That is nearly a
120 percent difference. In fact, this is the greatest delta between core reps and
stars that we see in the data. Finally, when we look at the highly indecisive
customers, average rep win rates fall off a cliff. These reps win only 6 percent
of these deals. Comparatively, even with these customers who are the most
mired in indecision of any segment we see in the data, sellers using JOLT
behaviors still manage to convert above the average, at 31 percent.

For a company handling hundreds (and in some cases, thousands) of sales
interactions a year, even getting reps to move from “not very good” to “pretty
good” represents a potentially huge improvement in revenue generation—ijust
by focusing attention on this small set of key behaviors.

And there’s one more benefit to this approach: Because these behaviors
help instill confidence in the buyer that they are making a good decision and
are successfully going to avoid the loss that they fear may befall them, they
help avoid what psychologists call “post-decision dysfunction”—that is, the
tendency of people to regret their decisions, revisit them, and, in some cases,
reverse their decisions after they’ve been made. In this way, the JOLT
method isn’t simply an approach for boosting win rates; it’s an approach that
boosts loyalty and mitigates post-sale customer churn. This is something
we’ll revisit in more detail in chapter 8.



Conclusion

In this chapter, we introduced the high-performer playbook for overcoming
indecision. Our research shows that high performers do four things that
separate them from their peers: (1) they judge the indecision, diagnosing
sources of indecision and ascertaining their likelihood of overcoming them;
(2) they simplify the decision by offering their recommendation as opposed
to endlessly asking the customer what they want to buy; (3) they limit the
exploration by shutting off unproductive lines of inquiry, discouraging
customers from spinning their wheels doing additional research; and (4) they
take risk off the table by managing expectations and offering creative “safety
net” options that give the customer confidence they won’t be left in the lurch.
These techniques together represent a new playbook for jolting customers out
of their indecision.

Across the next four chapters, we will explore each of these high-
performer techniques in more detail—sharing not just the evidence as to why
they work but guidance for how to apply them in sales conversations.



CHAPTER THREE

Judge the Indecision

I n our research, customer indecision was a constant, appearing at the same

level in wins as in losses. It’s not something a salesperson can make “go
away” as much as it is something to deal with and navigate through. And yet,
a curious finding emerged as we started looking at pipeline makeup through
an indecision lens: high performers actually had far fewer opportunities in
which customers displayed high levels of indecision and far more decisive
customers in their pipelines.

One high-performing medical device salesperson we interviewed helped
us to decipher what we’d stumbled upon. “There are two things I’'m always
looking for with any customer,” she said, “their ability to buy and their ability
to decide. Most of my colleagues are pretty good about qualifying
opportunities based on standard fit criteria, but they end up spinning their
wheels on customers that look good on paper but will never pull the trigger.”
For her, indecision is as much something to be identified and understood
early on in the sale—in order to determine how or even whether to pursue an
opportunity—as much as it is something to be managed later.

She went on to share two stories to illustrate how, in her mind, screening
an opportunity for indecision can help her spot deals that are dead before they
even start as well as promising opportunities that other salespeople might
overlook. One was a hospital that should have been a perfect fit for her
company’s solution. “They were a big hospital and they were growing fast.
Not only that, but they weren’t happy with their current equipment and were



looking for a new solution that would grow with them as their needs evolved.
We were really the only option for them. But it became pretty clear to me
right away that even though we were in a ‘category of one,” the customer
couldn’t get out of their own way. They asked for an endless number of
references, a long pilot—that they refused to pay for—and all sorts of
guarantees that were going to be impossible for me to give them. So, while it
was a big potential opportunity, I kicked it to the back burner and told my
manager I was spending my time elsewhere and that I would engage with
them when they were ready, but I wasn’t forecasting them to come in
anytime soon.”

The other story was a medical center that was really small by her
company’s standards—barely large enough to hit their radar screen—and
they still had several years of life left on their existing lab equipment. “But,”
the rep explained, “while this wasn’t a great prospect on paper, the lab
director was extremely decisive. From the get-go, he trusted me to guide him
to the right solution and actually turned down offers I made to set up
reference calls—which is pretty standard in our business—saying that he
knew we had a great reputation and didn’t think it was a great spend of his
time or our customers’ time for them to tell him something he already knows.
I could tell right away that this one was going to be a fast close for me. And,
despite the ribbing I got from my team for spending time on the opportunity,
it was the fastest deal we closed all year.”

Judging Customer Indecision

Any salesperson will tell you that getting a customer to actually make a
decision is often easier said than done. The journey between the verbal
commitment and the signed agreement, between selection and transaction,
between “I want to” and “I did” can be a slog. But how long will the journey
take? How deep is the customer’s indecision and, therefore, how much effort
will it take for the salesperson to bridge the gap between agreement on a
vision and a purchase decision? What, specifically, is the cause of the



customer’s indecision? If the customer is so deeply mired in indecision, is it
even worth the salesperson’s time and effort to try to get them over the line?

Figuring all of this out is absolutely critical. This is why “judging the
indecision” is the first and, arguably, most important step in the JOLT
method.

For the rest of this chapter, we’ll discuss how salespeople can identify the
source and depth of the customer’s indecision, as well as how to take into
account potentially exacerbating factors that can make a customer’s
indecision worse.

Pinpointing the Source of Indecision

As we discussed in chapter 1, there are three sources of customer indecision:
valuation problems, lack of information, and outcome uncertainty. The first
step is understanding which of these are driving the customer’s indecision.

In our study, we found that each of the three sources of indecision
copresented with specific phrases and utterances from customers. Summing
these up surfaces a set of indicators as to the source of the customer’s
indecision. First, let’s consider valuation problems. Again, this is when the
customer is stuck between options and expresses confusion or uncertainty
about which one is best for their needs. When it comes to valuation problems,
reps should ask themselves:

e Does the customer quickly point to options and configurations that they
prefer or do they seem to want it all (e.g., “This all looks compelling to
me”)?

e Does the customer continue to press on differences between various
packages and configurations (e.g., “Can you explain again the difference
between . .. ?”)?

e Does the customer ever openly express confusion about which option to
go with (e.g., “We’re stuck between this option and that one”)?



¢ Does the customer get distracted by new discoveries such as features and
options they didn’t know about before (e.g., “We didn’t realize you had
this capability. Can you tell us more?”)?

Next, we have lack of information. This is when the customer feels
anxiety or confusion over their perception that they haven’t done enough
research or homework to make an informed purchase decision. Here, reps
should ask themselves:

e Does the customer ask for more of any sort of input (demos, reference
calls, conversations with solutions engineers or subject matter experts,
etc.) than the typical customer?

e Does the customer ever delay in the name of collecting more
information?

e Does the customer ever say they’re feeling overwhelmed by all of the
information out there?

e Does the customer express concern about “being in the dark” or “still far
up the learning curve”?

The third and final source of indecision is outcome uncertainty. This is
when customers express concern, skepticism, or anxiety about the returns
they’ll see from their purchase and if, in the end, they’ll get what they’re
paying for. Here, reps should ask themselves:

e Does the customer press you for ROI projections (and revisions of those
projections)?

e Does the customer reference other investments that they’ve been burned
on in the past?

e Does the customer talk about how big a risk or investment your solution
is relative to other things they’ve done in the past?

e Does the customer ask for guarantees or assurance of results?

e Does the customer express skepticism about outcome achievability?



Answering these questions can help reps narrow in on the source of the
customer’s anxiety, which will help the salesperson to know which of the
“plays” they’ll need to run to overcome the customer’s indecision—whether
offering their recommendation, limiting the exploration, or taking risk off the
table—all of which we’ll discuss in more detail throughout the rest of this
book.

But so far, we’ve only ascertained the source of the customer’s indecision,
not the depth of it. We may know what’s driving the customer’s indecision,
but not how difficult it will ultimately be to close the deal. To understand
that, we need to factor in two additional dimensions: the customer’s personal
level of indecisiveness and external factors that can exacerbate indecision.

Gauging a Customer’s Personal Level of Indecisiveness

Sometimes, it’s easy to tell when someone is struggling with indecision.
Consider the friend who asks the waiter to come back multiple times and then
asks everybody else to put their order in first . . . only to then ask the waiter
to help him decide between two equally appealing options. Or, maybe you
know somebody who puts their holiday shopping off until the last minute?
One fascinating study by DePaul University professor Joseph Ferrari in the
early 1990s aimed to understand the reasons that some people put off holiday
shopping until very late. In this experiment, researchers interviewed
Christmas shoppers in a local mall at four different intervals: four weeks,
three weeks, and one week before Christmas as well as the weekend
immediately before the holiday. They found that it was indecision about what
gifts to buy—mnot dislike of shopping or other competing commitments—that
caused shoppers to delay.l]

But, at the end of the day, because indecision is a “state of mind” more
than anything, it can feel like something that would be hard to detect in a
sales conversation. After all, how can we tell the difference between the
customer who is mired in indecision and the customer who is just going
through a measured and deliberate purchasing process, which we all know
can take time depending on the product or service the customer is



considering? How do we know when the customer is just moving slowly or
is, in fact, well and truly stuck? Fortunately, the social science has some
answers for us.

Since at least the 1970s, psychologists and behavioral economists have
been trying to answer a whole host of questions around why people fail to
make decisions, even when the outcomes of those decisions would seem to
make them better off. Through thousands of experiments and data-based
studies, they have sought to understand how people perceive the decisions
before them, what influences the way in which they perceive those decisions,
how indecision manifests in terms of real-life behaviors, and whether there
are conditions under which people tend to become more or less indecisive.

Because indecision is so hard to pin down—even (and perhaps especially)
for the person suffering from it—psychologists developed an instrument
known as the “Indecisiveness Scale,” which enables them to assess a person’s
level of indecision. This tool, developed in 1993 by Randy Frost and Deanna
Shows, has become the gold standard for assessing indecision.l2] The
instrument itself comprises fifteen statements that respondents are asked to
rate themselves against:

e [ try to put off making decisions.

e [ always know exactly what I want.

¢ [ find it easy to make decisions.

¢ [ have a hard time planning my free time.

¢ [ like to be in a position to make decisions.

e Once I make a decision, I feel fairly confident that it is a good one.

e When ordering from a menu, I usually find it difficult to decide what to
get.

e [ usually make decisions quickly.

¢ Once I make a decision, I stop worrying about it.

e | become anxious when making a decision.

¢ [ often worry about making the wrong decision.

e After I have chosen or decided something, I often believe I’ve made the
wrong choice or decision.



¢ | do not get assignments done on time because I cannot decide what to do
first.

¢ | have trouble completing assignments because I can’t prioritize what is
most important.

e It seems that deciding on the most trivial thing takes me a long time.

In multiple follow-on studies, the scale has proven to be highly correlated
with the behaviors we tend to associate with indecision. For example, in one
experiment, Frost and Shows asked fifteen respondents who scored low on
the Indecisiveness Scale and fifteen who scored high to make a series of fifty
decisions. Participants had to choose twenty college courses out of forty
offered, twenty pieces of clothing to keep out of a pile of forty, and, finally, a
favorite meal from three different restaurant menus. In the end, the indecisive
participants took nearly fourteen minutes to complete the required tasks
compared to less than nine minutes for the decisive participants..3]

But short of asking every customer to fill out the Indecisiveness Scale
questionnaire before we start selling to them (!), what can salespeople do to
assess the customer’s level of indecision?

To figure this out, we dug into our mountain of sales call data to surface
potential “tells” that customers give—signals they send—that cause high
performers to pump the brakes. We then went back to test these findings with
star salespeople through a series of interviews, and what came out was a
simple four-step process that can be used by any salesperson to assess a
customer’s indecisiveness and decision-making dysfunction—that is, the
things that negatively impact the customer’s “ability to decide.”

Step one is understanding how the customer searches for and consumes
information. While we know that “lack of information” is a source of
indecision that all customers encounter, some customers have a higher
comfort level with ambiguity than others, which is something a salesperson
needs to detect early on. Second, we need to look at how the customer
evaluates alternatives. Is their evaluation process logical and structured or is
it frenetic and hard to pin down? Third, we need to look for signs that tell us
whether the customer is willing to settle for “good enough” or whether they



won’t be satisfied unless everything about our product perfectly suits their
needs. Finally, when the customer starts to hesitate, backpedal, and waver,
salespeople need to be able to “read the tea leaves” and interpret the
indecision signals that different types of delay provide.

For the remainder of this chapter, we’ll discuss each of these steps,
explaining the social science behind it as well as the “tells” high performers
look for to gauge the customer’s indecisiveness. Knowing the answers to
these questions can be the difference between a deal that is appropriately
prioritized, resourced, and forecast and one that ends up pushing out into
eternity, withering on the vine, and dying a slow death.

How Does the Customer Search For and Consume Information?

Every salesperson knows that while they have their own sales process, a
customer has their corresponding buying process and that it’s critical to
understand how one maps to the other (see Figure 3.1). But great salespeople
seem to understand that there are a few key points where the customer’s own
indecisiveness will reveal itself. One of these is how the customer searches
for and consumes information.

Today, it’s common for customers to do a fair amount of research on their
own before ever reaching out to a supplier. In our research at CEB (now,
Gartner), we found that the average customer is nearly 60 percent of the way
through the buying journey before they ever make contact with a supplier..4]
And when the customer finally does make contact with a salesperson, their
learning accelerates dramatically. We set up demos, run pilots, and have
customers engage with our subject matter experts, solutions engineers,
product team members, and customer success managers.

Preference for Information Evaluation Purchase Post-purchase

status quo search of alternatives decision behavior

FIGURE 3.1: Representative customer buying process



To be clear, it’s perfectly normal for customers to seek out and consume
information to inform their purchases, and as much as salespeople would
prefer that the customer just take their word for it and not consume a lot of
information, this is unlikely to happen—especially with more expensive,
disruptive, and complex products (and even more so when we’re talking
about new, untested technologies). It’s rare today that a customer won’t take
the time to do research, read reviews, call reference customers, and fully
investigate a supplier’s offerings. So, doing research doesn’t, in and of itself,
mean that a customer is indecisive. Instead, what high performers look for is
the amount of information the customer requires to feel confident and the
way in which they seek that information.

High performers know, intuitively, that there is a big difference between
normal amounts of research or due diligence and when the amount of
information requested tips over into the zone of “analysis paralysis”—or
research for research’s sake. When this happens, these reps know they’re
dealing with a customer who is inherently uncomfortable with ambiguity. For
those customers who have a low tolerance for ambiguity, researchers have
found, it doesn’t just create hesitancy in making decisions but conjures up
negative emotions like worry and regret—a recipe for disaster for any
salesperson.L5!

The second “tell” high performers look for when determining if a
customer is comfortable with ambiguity is what behavior psychologists call
“backtracking.” This is when customers seem to be making progress through
their buying process but then, suddenly, new information presents itself and
the customer starts to move in reverse. One high performer we interviewed
told us that a big red flag for her is when a customer is engaged in a later-
stage activity like a pilot or negotiation on a proposal and suddenly learns of
some new piece of information like an analyst report or a start-up player they
hadn’t heard of up to that point. She told the story of a customer who she’d
been engaged with for three months. Her company had just completed a
successful pilot with the customer and had entered into contract negotiations
with procurement and legal when the customer dropped a bombshell: “I hate
to do this,” the customer said, “but, as you know, the new Gartner Magic



Quadrant just came out and, I’'m embarrassed to admit this, but there are a
couple of providers that they have highlighted as up-and-comers in the space
but we’ve never heard of, let alone talked to. We just want to check the box
and talk to them before we make our final decision. We still want to move
forward on the contracting front with your company—we’re pretty sure these
other guys really aren’t at the same level as your company—but, as you
know, this is a big decision for us and we want to make sure we’re leaving no
stone unturned. Hopefully you appreciate the seriousness with which we’re
taking this decision.” The rep told us that she knew, then and there, that the
customer would never make a decision and the deal wasn’t going to close. “I
politely told the customer that we want to completely respect their process
and would put contract negotiations on hold until they decided that they
wanted to move forward with us. That was six months ago. And they still
haven’t made a decision on how to move forward.”

How Does the Customer Evaluate Alternatives?

Another step in the customer’s buying process that can present telling signals
of indecisiveness is the way in which customers evaluate alternatives. High
performers we interviewed tell us that, in this stage, they are paying attention
to whether the customer, when comparing different providers and options, is
able to do so in a logical and structured way or if they’re haphazardly
comparing apples and oranges.

Psychologists Joseph Ferrari and John Dovidio explain that “indecision is
more than not making timely decisions.”[6] At its core, indecision is a form of
decision-making dysfunction and we can spot this dysfunction by looking not
just at what happens before the decision, but by looking at the way a
customer makes a decision. Numerous studies, for example, have found that
indecision tends to copresent with a tendency for a person to think
“intradimensionally”—that is to say, focusing on one attribute as most
important (e.g., price), researching it exhaustively, and then pulling up the
tent stakes and switching to a different attribute (e.g., reliability) and starting
all over. For salespeople, this presents as the customer who is laser-focused



on a single feature or capability and ignores everything else (even those
attributes that would provide the customer with more value), only to later
change their minds and decide that this feature isn’t actually the most
important one to them after all. These customers may ultimately make a
decision, but the way they get there is convoluted and hard to make sense of
—which, of course, suggests a high probability that the customer will end up
second-guessing their decision and potentially later reverse it.

A related decision-making dysfunction is the inability of some people to
engage in efficient choice evaluation when faced with multiple options—
something researcher Christopher Anderson has studied at length.”l When
facing such decisions, he argues, people engage in one of two different
decision-making approaches. The first he calls “compensatory selection”—
that is, the tendency to weigh and trade off different criteria against one
another. For instance, when thinking about a new mobile phone, the slower
processing speed or lower storage of one device might be compensated for by
its lower price or the fact that it comes with additional accessories that other
devices do not. Compensatory selection can cause customers to become
indecisive because of the inherent difficulty in comparing criteria that are, in
effect, apples and oranges. Decision makers using this strategy tend to
produce more suboptimal choices, he explains..&!

Some of the difficulty in weighing diverse criteria against one another can
be reduced or eliminated by taking what he calls a “noncompensatory”
selection approach. In this approach, certain criteria are considered in more of
a binary way—either they’re critical or they aren’t, and if something is
critical, any option that doesn’t have it is eliminated. This is another reason
that RFPs are used in purchasing, especially for expensive, complex
solutions. With so many different features and benefits of different suppliers’
offerings, companies will often use an RFP to narrow down vendors to a
short list containing only those offerings that check the box on “must-have”
criteria.

For instance, let’s say a company is considering a new CRM system.
There may be more than a dozen vendors in their consideration set, but an
RFP can help get the list down to a more manageable group of three to four



vendors that provide the capabilities a customer knows it can’t live without
(e.g., that the vendor have expertise and experience in their industry, that the
cost per seat license not be above a certain level, or that the solution can be
deployed by in-house staff without heavy reliance on a vendor’s professional
services team). Once the short list is created, a customer might then shift into
more of a compensatory selection approach—in other words, they’ve
determined that any of those providers who made the cut can do the job and
now it’s just a matter of picking which of the remaining competitors offers
the best value.

This is even commonplace today in the consumer world. Consider
Amazon as an example. Given their significant inventory—which can lead to
customers getting lost among many seemingly equal, attractive options—they
have structured the buying journey to make it easy for a customer to “chalk
the field” around what’s most important, compare options, and make a
decision. Consider, as an example, a customer looking to purchase a new
television. Shoppers can quickly prioritize what’s most important by using
filters like average customer rating, screen size, features, manufacturers, and
price range. Doing so quickly gets the customer from hundreds of products
down to a handful that fit the bill. And, when a customer clicks on one of the
options on their short list, Amazon shows a small table comparing the
selected option against a narrow set of other choices customers also
considered. In this way, Amazon subtly encourages a noncompensatory
selection approach to narrow down a vast number of options to get the
customer to a smaller consideration set quickly. Years of collecting customer
behavior data has shown them that when customers spin their wheels looking
through a sea of choices, they are far less likely to buy something than if they
are looking at a smaller set of curated options.

The real question for a high-performing salesperson is whether a customer
who is not engaged in a formal purchasing process like an RFP can
independently structure their evaluation process in a logical and explainable
manner. “A warning sign for me,” one star rep told us, “is when customers
struggle to explain how they created their short list of vendors they’re talking
to. They typically won’t tell me who else they’re talking to, but they should



be able to tell me what the ‘must have’ criteria were that they used to filter
down to a smaller number of providers—as well as which criteria were
deemed less important. If they can’t explain their criteria, that tells me they’re
not going about this in a way that’s going to lead to a decision.”

Reps, of course, have their ways of figuring out who else is competing for
the customer’s business and this rep was no different. But what was different
was that this rep used this knowledge as an indicator of the customer’s
indecisiveness: “There are certain competitors I always expect customers to
talk to. They do good work and it’s in the same vein as what we do. There’s
nothing wrong with them being on the short list with us. Now, we may say
that comparing us to these other players is comparing apples and oranges . . .
but at least the customer’s comparing different types of fruit. But when I
learn through the grapevine that the customer has included providers whose
solutions aren’t even in the same zip code as ours, that’s a really bad sign.
Comparing apples to oranges is one thing but comparing apples to Tuesday is
something else altogether. Those customers I deprioritize because, at the end
of the day, they don’t know what they want.”

Is the Customer Content with “Good Enough”?

Every salesperson knows that sales is not a “game of perfect.” They know
that their company’s products and services, while better than their
competitors’ in key respects, probably fall short on others. They know that
not every customer or analyst is going to give their solution top marks across
the board. And even the best product demo, pilot, or proof of concept will
have hiccups and speed bumps. The real question is whether your customer is
okay with this.

In 1956, economist and Nobel Prize winner Herbert Simon introduced the
idea that there are fundamentally two types of people when it comes to
making decisions: “satisficers” and “maximizers.”[2] Satisficers are fine with
“good enough” when making choices and decisions. Once they find the
option that satisfies their requirements, they choose it—even if there might be
better options out there. But, for a maximizer, there is no such thing as good



enough. Instead, “good” is more of an absolute concept. This isn’t to say they
don’t have criteria that are more or less important to them—they do. But
when they find an option that meets those criteria, their inclination is not to
pick it but to keep looking for that option that might better fit their criteria.
“Consider, for example, the choice of college,” psychologist Shahram
Heshmat explains. “In order to determine their optimal decision outcome,
maximizers feel compelled to examine each and every alternative available.
Maximizers rely heavily on external sources for evaluation. Rather than
asking themselves if they enjoy their choice, they are more likely to evaluate
their choice based on its reputation, social status, and other external cues. In
contrast, a satisficer asks whether her college choice is excellent and meets
her needs, not whether it is really ‘the best.” ”L10

The research shows that maximizers actually make better decisions (i.e.,
they end up selecting the superior option)—but, despite this, they end up
being less happy with their decisions. In a study of college graduates, Arne
Roets and his colleagues found that maximizers chose jobs that paid 20
percent more than those that satisficers chose. But, interestingly, those
maximizers in the study were less pleased with their job selections than their
peers.[Ll] Ultimately, being a maximizer leads one to perpetually second-
guess one’s decisions and make comparisons with others whom one
perceives to have made better decisions. Put simply, all of the extra research
and diligence a maximizer puts in certainly pays off—but to what end if
you’re ultimately unhappy with your decision and wondering what could
have been.

Most behavioral economists agree that there is no such thing as a “pure
maximizer” simply because it’s impossible for a person to consume and
process all of the information about every option available before making a
decision. Therefore, maximizing is in some way a practical impossibility—
whether because of the limits of human cognition, limited time available to
make a decision, or lack of perfect information available to evaluate options.
This is why, for all intents and purposes, most people end up satisficing as a
shortcut to making a decision. But still, we know that in the real world, this



doesn’t stop many customers from looking for perfection. Customers are
often more than happy to “let the perfect be the enemy of the good.”

High performers tell us that they are always on the lookout for those
customers who want perfection and choose to focus on perceived
shortcomings rather than the benefits they may see by making the purchase.
One salesperson we interviewed told us that she always asks after any
customer interaction—whether something small like a sales call with the
buying committee or a demo, or something bigger like a trial or a proof-of-
concept—for her main point of contact to tell her how it went. “I want to
know where we hit the mark and where we missed. And when the customer
replies, I’'m always reading between the lines. Did they lead with the things
that went badly or the things that went well? Do they list more things that
went well or more things that didn’t? How do they talk about the things that
went poorly? For example, are they planting the seeds of failure or are they
simply offering opportunities for improvement?”

She went on to illustrate with an example: “When we do a pilot, there are
always some hiccups in terms of getting started just because we haven’t
integrated into the customer’s existing systems yet. So things end up being
fairly manual up front and I always forewarn my main point of contact about
this. But not all customers react the same way when I ask at the end for
feedback on how it went. I can have two pilots that go exactly the same way
and one customer will say, ‘Boy, getting the pilot going was a real bear for
our team’ or ‘I’'m going to need to do some damage control here’ while
another customer will respond by saying ‘It took a little more work to get
things up and running but you told us to expect that and once we were
rolling, the platform performed exactly as we hoped.” Just based on that
feedback, I can tell whether the opportunity is going to move quickly or
whether it’s going to be a knock-down, drag-out battle to get it across the
line.”

What Is the Nature of the Customer’s Delay Tactics?



Even high performers can miss signs of customer indecision until they
actually manifest in purchasing delays. Of all the behaviors associated with
indecisiveness, delay—that is, when we fail to make a decision in a timely
fashion—is the behavior we most commonly associate with it.[12] Salespeople
can attest to this fact since they would roundly agree that all customers delay.
But, as we learned from the social science and from our high-performer
interviews, not all delays are created equal.

Decades of social science research reveal that there are, in fact, two
inherently different types of delay: procrastination and decision avoidance.

Procrastination is something many of us can relate to—the act of putting
something off until the very last moment or past its deadline. This behavior is
actually quite common. Joseph Ferrari explains that “everyone procrastinates,
but not everyone is a procrastinator. We all put tasks off, but . . . research has
found that 20 percent of US men and women are chronic procrastinators.
They delay at home, work, school and in relationships. These 20 percent
make procrastination their way of life, so of course they procrastinate when
filing their income taxes. We are a nation of ‘doers’ but we are also, like
people from other industrialized nations, a people of ‘waiters.” ”l13] A
separate study actually found that 80-95 percent of college students
procrastinate (which any reader with college-age kids will probably find less
surprising than the fact that 20 percent of the entire US population are
procrastinators).. 14

For salespeople, it sometimes seems like every customer is a
procrastinator. It’s quite common for deals today to result in heel-dragging by
customers. It’s not that they aren’t making progress toward a decision, it’s
just that they seem to come up with every excuse in the book for not making
one today. These delays take many forms—sometimes they’re a function of
protracted back-and-forth with corporate departments like legal or long
delays in getting required information to a salesperson. These delays can feel
inexplicable because, in many respects, they are. Customers don’t give you a
“no,” but more of a “not yet” . . . and it can seem like any effort to push them
faster is met with either indifference or outright resistance.



Psychologist Eric Rassin argues that there are several reasons people
procrastinate: “Some people are reluctant to start activities because they are
insecure about their capacity to complete them. For these individuals,
procrastination is a way to temporarily deal with possible disappointment and
blows to self-esteem. Others shift activities because they like or ‘need’
deadline pressure to perform at their best . . . [But] while procrastination has
several attributed causes, indecision is likely to be one of them.”[15]

Procrastination, however, differs from the other, more nefarious reason
that customers delay making decisions: decision avoidance. When a customer
procrastinates, they still intend to act even though they are temporarily
putting it off. Decision avoidance has no such intention. “Decision
avoidance,” Christopher Anderson explains, “manifests itself as a tendency to
avoid making a choice by postponing it or seeking an easy way out that
involves no action or no change.”l16! Put another way, a procrastinator delays
making a decision for many reasons, but a decision avoider delays for only
one reason: so as not to have to make a decision.

Decision avoidance is also, unfortunately, not uncommon, and
psychologists like Anderson have argued that the tendency to avoid decisions
is becoming more common, especially in Western society where people are
bombarded with endless choices and information about various options—
something we’ll discuss in the next two chapters.[lZ] What’s more, decision
avoidance is inextricably linked to human beings’ natural desire to avoid
unnecessary effort. As Rassin argues, “Generally, living creatures strive to
reach goals as cheaply as possible. Thus, if one does not have to decide, it
seems only logical to not make a decision.”18!

For a seller, decision avoidance is like the evil twin of procrastination.
And, because they can often manifest in similar ways, salespeople can
confuse a delay with merely being a sign that the customer is procrastinating
when, in fact, it’s really that the customer has no intention of making a
decision at all. Obviously, salespeople need to not only be aware of the
difference between procrastination and decision avoidance but to look for
“tells” that can help them determine which of these is driving the delay.
Misdiagnosing a delay as procrastination when it’s something far worse can



lead to an overly optimistic assessment by the salesperson. These are the
opportunities in which frustrated sales managers often find themselves having
to step in and kill for cause—but not before countless days, weeks, and
months have already been spent trying to coax the deal across the line . . .
time that could have (and should have) been spent on opportunities more
likely to close.

How do sellers spot the difference between a customer who is
procrastinating and a customer who is avoiding making a decision altogether?
High performers told us that they can spot the difference simply in the way
the customer delays. To quote one rep we interviewed, “It’s one thing for a
customer to cancel a call scheduled for this week and ask if we can push [it]
out to next week . . . but it’s another thing entirely when the customer tells
me ‘now’s not the right time’ or ‘priorities are shifting’ and then asks if we
can pick up the dialogue next month, next quarter or next year. Those
customers have no intention of ever making a decision and either they
haven’t figured that out themselves or they just don’t want to rain on my
parade so they keep it to themselves. Either way, when I hear that, I stop
spending time with them and usually kick myself because I should have
figured that out sooner.”

When customers don’t send up clear red flags like these, we found that
high performers tend to rely on “powerful requests” to elicit a response from
the customer that will allow them to understand what’s driving the delay they
are experiencing./19! For instance, these sellers would request that a hesitant
customer arrange a meeting with key buying group members or with
corporate leaders in IT, legal, HR, finance, or procurement to gauge whether
they are dragging their heels or whether there is something else holding up
progress. If a customer doesn’t intend to make a decision, requests like these
—particularly when the customer is being asked to consume the time of busy
colleagues—can be revealing. If the customer agrees to get colleagues
involved in the decision-making process, it can provide verification of
positive intent and forward momentum. If not, it can signal a more deep-
seated reluctance to move the deal forward and, ultimately, to make a
purchase decision.



Sometimes, figuring out what’s driving the delay is as simple as asking.
One telling example came to us from the CEO of a tech company who told us
that he ran into a customer who one of his salespeople had been pursuing for
months while at a conference. “These folks seemed like they were primed to
buy,” he told us, “and the salesperson on the deal forecasted it to close every
week . . . which then turned into six months. So, when I spotted the customer
at this event, I asked him if he would grab coffee with me and, when we sat
down, I asked him if there was something going on that I should know
about.” The customer then explained that priorities were shifting at their
organization, so the CEO asked what the new priorities were. When he listed
them, the CEO replied, “As you know, our solution will directly impact four
of the six priorities you guys have. So, I'm wondering if there’s something
else that has you concerned?” After some continued probing, he finally
learned the real reason why they kept pushing the decision: the customer
himself had lobbied for a significant investment in another platform the year
before and, when he made the business case to the CFO, he said that this
investment would solve a whole range of problems for the organization. But
it turned out that this platform wasn’t actually capable of all they thought it
was. The salesperson had oversold them. “So, this is why they are now
talking to us,” the CEO explained. “But, more to the point, the customer said
he now has egg on his face and he’s dreading the meeting with the CFO to
ask for a new slug of investment for our platform.”

In the end, this CEO told us that surfacing the real reason behind the
customer’s continued delays did two things for his team. First, it enabled
them to focus their time on helping the customer prepare for that
conversation. And, perhaps more importantly, it told them that this deal
shouldn’t be forecasted to close anytime soon and should be deprioritized by
the sales team. He said, “It was painful to reforecast a big deal that was
sitting right at the goal line, but at the end of the day, it was more painful to
continue allocating time and resources on a deal that is actually more of a
long shot than a sure thing.”



Exacerbating Factors

The psychological research on indecision also points to a number of external
factors—whether based on time (e.g., “You have only until the end of the
week to make this decision™) or the perceived importance of the decision
(i.e., the cost of the product or service being considered or the potential
ramifications if a bad decision is made)—that can amplify a customer’s
indecisiveness, making it more likely a deal will be lost to inaction.

To test the effects of decision importance on indecisiveness, for instance,
researcher Robert Ladouceur and his colleagues asked two groups of
volunteers to sort different colored pills. The first group was simply asked to
sort them by color but the second group was told that the pills were being
shipped to a country where few people could read. For this second group, it
was therefore critical that the different-colored pills be sorted correctly or
people might suffer adverse medical reactions. The group that was given this
additional “pressure factor” spent considerably more time hesitating and
rechecking their work compared to the group that was simply asked to sort
the pills by color.[20! For their part, salespeople know that as the magnitude
of a decision creeps up—because of an escalating price tag or impact on a
personal or business level—it can bring deals to a grinding halt. Decision
importance can turn even seemingly decisive customers into indecisive
handwringers.

Time pressure is another exacerbating factor that can increase the
propensity of a customer to get stuck. Ironically, applying time pressure is a
technique often used by sellers to get customers to sign on the dotted line
—“exploding offers” and limited-time price guarantees or discounts are age-
old tools for getting a customer to purchase today when they would, all things
being equal, prefer to wait. This is something we’ll explore in more detail
across the rest of this book, but our data also clearly points to the
ineffectiveness of such pressure-selling tactics. If anything, they make it more
likely for the customer to be indecisive, not less.



Putting It All Together

When we consider the four dimensions of indecisiveness high performers
look for—how the customer consumes information, how the customer makes
trade-offs, whether the customer is content with “good enough,” and the way
in which the customer is delaying their decision—a compelling framework
emerges, one that allows all sellers to spot and judge customer indecision like
the best salespeople (see Figure 3.2).

Comfort with

ambiguity L 2 3 4 S 6 7 Need for certainty

Structured Unstructured
alternative comparison alternative comparison

Satisficer 1 2 3 & 5 6 7 Maximizer

Procrastination 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Decision avoidance

An opportunity scoring more than twenty-two points on
the scorecard should be considered for disqualification

FIGURE 3.2: Scorecard for assessing a customer’s level of indecision

For each dimension in this scorecard, a salesperson would rate a customer
—the lower the score on any given dimension, the more decisive they are and
the higher the score, the more indecisive. As a rule of thumb, opportunities
that score more than twenty-two points total are candidates for
disqualification—or, at the very least, are candidates for deprioritization by
the salesperson and more careful scrutiny by sales managers (see
www.jolteffect.com for an interactive version of this scorecard). When
scoring a customer opportunity, sellers must also consider the exacerbating
factors we’ve discussed—such as decision importance and time pressure.
Even if a customer scores on the more decisive end of the spectrum, such
mitigating circumstances can amplify latent tendencies and predispositions,
rendering seemingly good opportunities on paper ones that should instead be
deprioritized or even disqualified altogether.
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Conclusion

Best salespeople know that their time is their scarcest resource. And while
it’s long been known that star reps qualify and disqualify opportunities
aggressively, we’ve always assumed that this was done largely (if not
exclusively) on “external” criteria like industry, company financials,
available budget, existence of compatible legacy systems and processes, and
so on. But what we hadn’t fully appreciated until now is that high performers
also disqualify opportunities based on “internal” criteria—namely, the degree
of indecision displayed by a customer. While these sellers have the
confidence to know that they could win a deal even with a deeply indecisive
customer, they also have the wisdom to know when their time is better spent
elsewhere. As the rep whose story we shared at the beginning of this chapter
so aptly put it, salespeople need to gauge not just a customer’s ability to buy
but also their ability to decide.

We also learned about the four key screens that together form an
indecision “acid test” for the high-performing seller to use in assessing the
depth of a customer’s indecision. Best salespeople will spot the difference
between a customer who is comfortable with ambiguity and one who needs
certainty before making a decision; a customer who is able to engage in a
structured comparison of alternatives and one who is not; a customer who is
content with “good enough” and one who isn’t happy with anything less than
perfection; and a customer who is procrastinating versus one who is avoiding
the decision altogether.

They will also take into account exacerbating factors like importance of
the decision and time pressure as conditions that might amplify otherwise
modest levels of indecision and lead to a deal that may become irrevocably
stuck. And, whether won or lost, best sellers ask the same question in the end:
What can be learned from this opportunity that can better prepare me for the
next one?

If there’s one clear conclusion readers should draw from our discussion so
far, it is this: feeling overwhelmed, immobilized, and otherwise unable to
make a decision is a decidedly human phenomenon—a perfectly normal



customer behavior. In many respects, it’s hardwired into who we are as
people. But knowing how to spot the signs of intractable indecision—and to
make the hard decision about disqualifying or deprioritizing an opportunity
that might look great on paper but is never ultimately going to close (or that
may close but will likely exhibit post-decision dysfunction)—is one of the
key skills of high-performing sellers.

In the next chapter, we’ll explore the next high-performer behavior:
offering your recommendation.



CHAPTER FOUR

Offer Your Recommendation

I n his groundbreaking book The Paradox of Choice: Why More Is Less,

psychologist Barry Schwartz shares a terrific story about his own
experience shopping for a pair of jeans. Gone are the days when there was
only one type of jeans on the shelf. Nowadays, you’ve got every cut, color,
wash, and fabric imaginable: straight fit, bootcut, loose fit, tapered, blue,
black, stonewashed, distressed, button fly, zip fly, you name it. Expecting to
be in and out of the store quickly since he knew his jean size, Schwartz was
instead presented with a multitude of options and, while he ended up
selecting one, he didn’t feel great about the choice and walked out of the
store wondering if perhaps he should’ve gone with a different pair.

Schwartz goes on to depict the multitude of choices we face as consumers
today—from salad dressings in the grocery store to the options wireless
providers offer for mobile phones and data plans to the various configurations
and support plans offered by B2B software providers. And it’s not just the
product world where this view has taken over. The desire to give customers
more choice has permeated nearly every aspect of our lives. In health care
today, he explains, doctors are far less likely to tell patients what they should
do and far more likely to lay out various options for treatment, each with pros
and cons. Even when pressed to offer an opinion, these physicians typically
decline—instead suggesting that the choice is ultimately the patient’s to
make. Western industrial society, he argues, is built on this fundamental
belief: “The more choice people have, the more freedom they will have and



the more freedom they have, the greater their welfare.” “This [belief],” he
explains in his well-known TED Talk, “is so deeply embedded in the water
supply that it wouldn’t occur to anyone to question it.”[Ll

But the problem is that the endless array of options we face—while
seemingly a good thing—actually has the opposite effect on us. When we
face an abundance of choices, we end up not liberated but, in fact, frozen in
place by our own indecision. Any of us who have faced a decision about what
to buy—whether that’s something consequential like a house, a piece of
software to help run a business, or a decision about our own health care, or
something as inconsequential as a mobile phone or a pair of shoes—can
relate to Schwartz’s story about buying something and then immediately
second-guessing the choice we just made. In the end, customers who want to
buy end up struggling with how to value the different alternatives sitting in
front of them and, ultimately, doing nothing.

Why does this happen? Schwartz contends that choice makes people
miserable for a few specific reasons. First, as choice increases, so too does
the potential for making a bad choice. And, because of the anticipated regret
effect that we discussed earlier in the book, it leads to people sitting on the
sidelines, making no choice whatsoever. This is a common phenomenon in
any sales situation, whether consumer or business. Customers know they
want the product or service they’re being sold. The rep successfully
overcomes the customer’s status quo bias. But then the customer starts
handwringing about what exactly to buy.

The consumer starts to wonder if they should just spring for the phone
with more storage. It’s a three-year contract and they don’t want to run out of
storage after a year or two . . . but, then again, the higher-capacity model is a
lot more expensive, well beyond what they’d planned to spend on a phone.
Similarly, the business customer stares at the DocuSign in their inbox, ready
to commit to the purchase, but they hesitate: Do they really need the premium
version of the software or will the standard version be sufficient for their
company’s needs? They could see their organization taking advantage of
some of the advanced features and they certainly looked impressive in the
demo . . . but the last thing they can afford is to spend scarce budget dollars



on capabilities that end up going unused. In short, the more options we put in
front of the customer, the more they tend to hit the pause button—or, in some
cases, step away from the sale altogether. Better to do nothing, the customer
rationalizes, than to make a bad purchase.

One vivid illustration of how customers, when presented with too many
options, tend to sit on the fence comes from the retirement plan provider
Vanguard. Research done on retirement accounts showed that for every ten
investment funds an employer offered its employees, participation rates
actually fell by 2 percent —meaning that for a company that offered fifty
funds, its employees would participate at a 10 percent lower rate than that of
a company that offered a small handful of choices (see Figure 4.1)..2]

Another reason that excessive choice tends to undermine decision-making
progress, Schwartz explains, is that even if we are able to make a decision
that is, objectively speaking, a good choice, we end up being less satisfied
with it because we wonder whether we could have made a better choice. This
sort of “post-decision dysfunction”—which we’ll discuss more in chapter 8—
is a hallmark of customer indecision. Oftentimes in sales, we are able—
through sheer force of will—to get a hesitant customer over the finish line.
But what Schwartz and others have found is that making a decision is often
not the end of a customer’s indecision; it’s just the beginning. For a customer,
the nagging thoughts they have about “what could have been” will stand in
the way of them fully embracing the purchase they’ve just made. This isn’t
just a recipe for unhappy customers; it’s a first step toward a back-out and
churn.
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FIGURE 4.1: Employee participation rate in 401(k) plans vs. number of funds offered[3]

Third, Schwartz argues, as we face more options, the bar for what will
satisfy us continues to escalate, ultimately making us feel like we are
“settling” for any option we choose. Readers will remember the issue with
satisficing and maximizing we discussed in the previous chapter. Satisficers
are those individuals who are looking to max out certain attributes in a
decision, whereas maximizers are looking to maximize all attributes.

A deeply troubling notion for sales leaders and salespeople to contemplate
is that many of the customers we assume are satisficers—because of how
easily they made trade-offs and how readily they express their intent to
purchase—will later become maximizers when asked to actually consummate
the purchase. It’s much easier for customers to be satisficers when it comes to
expressing intent. The customer saying they want to buy is easy and doesn’t
cost them anything or entail any risk (other than perhaps losing some face
with the salesperson). So, it shouldn’t be surprising to salespeople that
customers make effortless, confident trade-offs early on. Everybody’s



decisive when it doesn’t count. But actually acting entails a lot of risk.
Things can always go wrong once the ink is on the contract and the product is
delivered. And when they do, somebody will be held accountable. For this
reason, the customer’s latent maximizer tendencies become magnified late in
the buying process. At signature time, customers who were once decisive get
cold feet. They hem and haw and ask for every assurance that nothing will go
wrong—that they won’t be abandoned. Decisiveness goes out the window
when it’s time to sign on the dotted line.

Finally, Schwartz argues that choice makes us unhappy because we blame
ourselves when we feel like we made the wrong choice. This is the error of
commission problem readers will recall from earlier in the book. An error of
commission is when we feel we’ve lost out because of something we did: for
instance, if we personally chose the wrong product or we signed the
agreement without negotiating for a lower price or we prioritized the wrong
features and benefits when picking the solution for our business. This is
different from an error of omission, which is when we lose out because of
something we didn’t do. An example of this might be missing out on the
cryptocurrency run-up because we chose not to invest in cryptocurrency.

We started our discussion in this book by framing the customer indecision
problem as one rooted in loss aversion—a concept we later explained has its
roots in prospect theory. This is undeniably true: while the early stage of the
sale might be largely about convincing the customer how to avoid loss that
stems from their inactions, the back half of the sale is all about how to avoid
loss that stems from their actions. And this fear of loss is much more acute
when the customer looks around and realizes that if this purchase results in a
loss or some avoidable negative outcome, they will personally be the one
shouldering the blame.

Consider the customer who is about to change his family’s homeowners
insurance provider. What if something happens—a burst pipe, for example—
and he realizes that while the old policy covered these situations, the new one
does not? Who can he blame when explaining to his partner what happened?
It was his fault for making the change in providers and not considering
important coverage differences. Or, consider the manager who is



spearheading a purchase committee evaluating a large investment for their
company. At the end of the day, the committee plays a role, but that manager
is ultimately the person who puts her badge on the desk and says to the
higher-up, “I’m recommending we go with this vendor.” And when things
later go sideways, that manager will be the same person who will feel the
consequences of having wasted the company’s time, money, and resources on
a purchase that didn’t pan out. Loss is something all customers want to avoid.
But loss that they are personally responsible for is something they want to
avoid like the plague.

The Choice Dilemma

All of this evidence that choice overwhelms customers might make the
solution feel obvious: pare down the choice set so that customers don’t
struggle with the valuation problems that can lead to indecision. But it turns
out, it’s not that simple.

While it seems like minimizing the choice set for customers would make
it easier to get to a purchase decision, there is also ample data to suggest that
customers are actually drawn to the idea of more options, especially early on
in the buying journey. It’s only later in the journey that these same choices
become problematic. This is what researchers Sheena Iyengar and Mark
Lepper found in their now famous “jelly” experiment. To test the effect the
number of options had on customers, they set up a table at a local grocery
store with twenty-four different flavors of jelly available for customers to
sample and purchase. The abundant number of options proved to be enticing
to those entering the store as 60 percent of visitors stopped by the table to
sample one of the options. But while many shoppers sampled, only 3 percent
ended up buying a jar. Then, on a different day, they set up their table again,
but this time offered only six types of jelly to sample. The limited number of
options was less appealing to visitors, as only 40 percent sampled one. But,
the narrower set of choices led to a much higher conversion rate: 30 percent
of those who came by the table ended up buying a jar./4! The solution, then,
isn’t to eliminate choices altogether for customers; it’s to know when it’s time



to shrink the consideration set in order to drive the customer toward a
decision.

High performers seem to know this intuitively—that there is a time for
letting a thousand flowers bloom and a time for telling the customer which
one to pick. In our study of sales calls, we found that just like their average-
performing colleagues, high performers will engage early on in diagnosis and
using probing questions to understand the customer’s wants and needs, but at
some point, they purposefully eliminate options from consideration by
making a recommendation to the customer about what they should buy.

Two Skills Needed for Effective Recommendations

In our study, two skills in particular jumped out as indicative of this sort of
approach. The first we call “proactive guidance,” which is when the rep shifts
from a reactive posture (i.e., “Help me understand your needs”) to a proactive
posture (i.e., “Here’s what you need”). Proactive guidance has a
demonstrably positive effect on win rates. In our analysis, we found that win
rates jump from 18 percent to 44 percent when reps used this one skill—an
improvement of 144 percent (see Figure 4.2).
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FIGURE 4.2: Impact of proactive guidance on win rates



What does proactive guidance sound like in practice? In many respects, it
sounds like a subtle nudge, a small bit of direction offered to a customer.
“This configuration is our most popular,” one rep explained. Another pointed
out that “most of our new customers start with this plan and then upgrade
later as their needs evolve.” On occasion, we found this guidance being
offered after the customer had indicated some hesitation about the decision
they were being asked to make. These reps were likely seeking to avoid a
situation in which they recommend one option and the customer has already
decided they prefer a different option—therefore potentially making the
customer feel foolish for preferring something else. As soon as high
performers sensed indecision and uncertainty start to creep in, they
immediately offered some guidance to help narrow the playing field of
options and thereby move the customer closer to the finish line. But, as
effective as this approach was, we found that high performers more
frequently offered their recommendations before the customer expressed any
confusion about how to value the different choices in front of them. This
technique—anticipating needs and objections—is something we’ll explore in
more detail in the next chapter.

More powerful than making a general recommendation, however, was
when the rep offered his or her personal recommendation. We call this
behavior “advocacy” because it suggests not just that the rep is personally
advocating for a specific choice but also because the salesperson is indicating
that they are on the customer’s side in making this decision. They feel
personally responsible for the customer making a good choice and look to
show the customer what they would do if it were their money and their
decision to make.

We found these star reps saying to their customers, “Here’s what I would
do if I were you” and “I always tell customers they can’t go wrong with X.”
These reps are able to do this because, as we’ll discuss later in the book,
they’ve already established that they are trustworthy experts—somebody who
is not just in a position to offer guidance to the customer but also can be
trusted not to make a biased recommendation in the interest of closing a
bigger deal. The personal wrapper they apply to their recommendation takes



what was a gentle nudge or piece of information (e.g., “This is a popular
option”) and puts their personal seal of approval on it (e.g., “I personally
prefer this option”)—something that amplifies the win rate lift that can be
realized through guidance alone. In our study, we found that this advocacy
technique by itself can lift win rates by 74 percent (see Figure 4.3).

When used in combination, proactive guidance and advocacy are a
powerful one-two punch for overcoming valuation problems. These
techniques are used by high performers to break the “paradox of choice” that
Schwartz tells us can so often lead to purchase regret, post-decision
dysfunction, and, often, no decision at all.
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FIGURE 4.3: Impact of advocacy on win rates

In our analysis, we broke out sales calls by how frequently reps used this
combination of skills and what the associated impact was on win rate. We
found that roughly 40 percent of the time, sellers used neither of these
techniques and, as a result, saw conversion rates as low as 13 percent. When
reps used at least one of these techniques, conversion rates jumped above the
average in our study, to 29 percent. And in the rare 16 percent of calls in
which we found both techniques being used, win rates were a whopping 48
percent (see Figure 4.4).
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FIGURE 4.4: Frequency of “recommend” skill demonstration and impact on win rates

Not surprisingly, our analysis shows that when customers aren’t deeply
indecisive, these “recommend” techniques improve win rates substantially.
When we look at instances in which customers are experiencing low levels of
indecision, we see a 240 percent difference in win rates when recommend
skills are demonstrated at a high level compared to a low level (see Figure
4.5). This is a huge increase, to be sure. But techniques like those we’ve
discussed in this chapter produce a natural lift in any scenario, not just the
“easy” ones. When we look at the conversion rate lift in the hardest calls (the
ones with the greatest indecision), it is orders of magnitude greater—530
percent, to be exact. While the absolute win rates are always going to be
lower in these situations, this delta is explained by the fact that, when
confronted with high levels of indecision, average performers cave entirely.
The win rates we see where there are high levels of customer indecision and
low levels of rep skill demonstration are below 2 percent. High performers,
by contrast, lean on their recommend skills and still salvage a 13 percent win
rate.
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FIGURE 4.5: Win rate impact of recommend skills by level of customer indecision

How to Avoid Amplifying Indecision

As important as it is to use these skills to make powerful recommendations—
recommendations that can overcome the customer’s indecision about what to
choose—it’s equally, if not more, important to know what to avoid doing.

By and large, average performers meet the customer’s indecision about
what they should buy not with a recommendation but with more questions:
“What’s important to you?,” “What are you looking for in a solution?,” “Are
there questions I can answer for you that would help you decide?” They
respond in exactly the way they’ve been trained to respond: rather than
leading the customer and guiding them to a decision, they defer to the
customer and let their indecision run rampant. This tendency to be reactive
and responsive to customer needs rather than being prescriptive has been so



ingrained in salespeople for so long that it comes across as a knee-jerk
reaction, something almost instinctual.

To be clear, diagnosing needs and asking probing questions isn’t
definitionally a bad thing. After all, we found that these sorts of questions can
have a positive impact on win rates when used up front in the sales
conversation (because they help the rep calibrate their approach based on
what the customer has already done and what they’ve already learned before
engaging the salesperson). But when used in the face of customer indecision
—when the customer is clearly stumped about which of the many options
facing them is the right one to choose—this approach can backfire, and
significantly so. In our study, we found that when reps diagnose needs and
offer their personal recommendation, win rates are 36 percent, well above the
average of 26 percent in all calls. But, when reps engage in “open-ended
diagnosis”—that is, diagnosing needs but not offering any sort of
recommendation—win rates plummet to 14 percent (see Figure 4.6).
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In call after call, we found average performers missing cues that the
customer just wanted somebody to tell them what they should buy and instill
the confidence they needed to move forward. And, in almost every instance,
the net result was the customer saying they “need to think about it some
more.”

Conclusion

We know from chapter 1 that valuation problems—that is, how to value
alternative choices—is one of the three sources of indecision that plague
customers and is something sellers must contend with if they hope to get their
customers across the finish line.

The social science shows us that excessive choice can overwhelm
customers for a whole host of reasons. It can overwhelm because lots of
choices means the probability of making a bad choice goes up. It can
overwhelm because it leads to feelings of purchase regret—perhaps because
they worry that they settled by making the choice they did or maybe because
they believe they would have made a better choice had they just waited a bit
longer and really thought things through. And it can overwhelm because it is,
ultimately, the customer’s choice . . . and if it doesn’t pan out, they have
nobody to blame but themselves.

High performers combat this source of indecision—by making powerful
and personal recommendations to the customer, using a combination of
proactive guidance and advocacy. Doing this lowers the burden of choice for
the customer. The fear the customer has that they’re making the wrong choice
is addressed by the seller telling them that they’re making the right choice or
making a choice that other customers have been happy with. Similarly, the
fear that they are settling or that they could have waited and made a better
choice is put to bed by the rep confidently pointing out the right option, the
best configuration, and the ideal package for the customer. And the concern
that they will be left holding the bag because they themselves made a poor
decision is assuaged by the rep personally advocating for a specific choice



—“If you’re not completely happy with this choice, you can blame me . . .
but I know you’ll be happy with it.”

As compelling as the idea of making a confident recommendation is to
salespeople, it should come as no surprise that after decades of training and
coaching telling us to do the opposite, most reps—when seeing customers
struggle with valuation problems—instead ask the customer what they want,
defer to their preferences, and focus on diagnosing and reacting to their
needs. In the end, this leaves the customer no closer to solving their valuation
problems than they were when they first expressed their confusion about
what to do.

In the next chapter, we’ll explore the second source of customer
indecision, lack of information, and share our findings as to how high
performers cope with the customer’s desire to do endless research.



CHAPTER FIVE

Limit the Exploration

It’s perfectly normal for a customer to want to do their homework—

especially when the solutions they are considering entail some amount of
cost, risk, disruption, or behavior change on their part. But how much
information is “enough” for a customer to make a decision? A good rule of
thumb is the “P =40 to 70 rule.”

This concept was coined by General Colin Powell, former chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff and US secretary of state, who wrote and spoke
extensively about leadership principles over his career. “Use the formula P =
40 to 70,” Powell explains, “in which P stands for the probability of success
and the numbers indicate the percentage of information acquired. Once the
information is in the 40 to 70 range, go with your gut.” In Powell’s
experience, making decisions with less than 40 percent of the information
required is just guessing, and waiting until you have more than 70 percent is
just delaying. “Don’t take action if you have less than a 40 percent chance of
being right,” he says, “but don’t wait until you have enough facts to be 100
percent sure, because by then it is almost always too late. [E]xcessive delays
in the name of information-gathering breeds ‘analysis paralysis.’
Procrastination in the name of reducing risk actually increases risk.”[1]

But as compelling as this guidance is, logically speaking, salespeople see
customers violate it all the time. High performers we interviewed pointed to
excessive requests—for instance, additional demos with the identical
stakeholder group and requests for multiple reference calls and proposal



iterations—as signs that the customer is seeking certainty before making a
decision. The irony, of course, is that customers likely know they’ll never be
able to consume all of the information out there or achieve complete certainty
before they make their purchase decision, but it often doesn’t stop them from
trying. At some point, the customer has enough information to make an
informed decision. The question then becomes whether the customer also
realizes that this point has been reached.

So what do high performers do to keep their customers from endlessly
spinning their wheels?

Our analysis of sales conversations reveals three skills that high-
performing salespeople use to limit the exploration: owning the flow of
information, anticipating needs and objections, and practicing radical candor.

Owning the Flow of Information

Perhaps the biggest part of overcoming the customer’s desire to do more
research is for the seller to own the flow of information. The salesperson’s
objective isn’t to prevent the customer from doing research on their own—
after all, how could they?—but more to establish themselves as a subject
matter expert and a trusted guide to the customer on their learning journey.
Doing so sends the message that the customer is dealing with somebody who
knows a lot more than the customer does about the product or service the
customer is considering purchasing. It shows the customer that they
personally don’t need to do more research because the seller has already done
it for them, ultimately helping the customer relax and feel like they’re in good
hands. For high-performing sellers, it’s all about preventing customers from
spinning their wheels trying to become experts themselves.

We identified a few tactics for owning the flow of information in our
research. First, high performers in our study were far less likely to cede
control of the conversation to others inside their own organizations.
Specifically, we found that top sellers relied less on subject matter experts
like solution engineers, product leaders, and customer success managers in



their calls than did average performers, who tended to bring in subject matter
experts much earlier.

We ran this finding by some high-performing salespeople and their
perspective was eye-opening. “We have tremendous experts across our
organization,” one rep told us, “but the minute I bring those folks into a call, I
start to erode the customer’s perception of me as an expert. It’s like the old
saying goes, ‘You get delegated down to the person you sound like.’ I always
want my customers to see me as the source of information and a subject
matter expert. If I abdicate that role, they’ll only see me as a glorified admin
and then they’ll start relying on their own research rather than looking to me
as a guide and trusted advisor. So, I try to be really choosy about when and
where I bring in somebody else.” One sales leader we spoke to put it simply:
“If you can’t speak credibly about the product and need somebody to help
you do it, you’re not providing a lot of value to me as a customer and I’m not
going to look to spend time with you.”

Second, we found that when high performers did bring in other experts,
the percentage of time they allowed those experts to speak during sales calls
was orders of magnitude lower than on similar calls run by average
performers. A top sales rep in the manufacturing sector explained how she
leverages subject matter experts: “It’s important to know when you are too
far over the tips of your skis and you need to bring in somebody who’s
deeper on the topic or question the customer wants to discuss. If you don’t
know the answer, the last thing you should do is fake it. But when I bring
these folks onto my call, we always have a prep call during which I tell them
exactly where in the conversation I want them to jump in and I make sure that
they know they are to hop in, answer a question or provide their perspective,
and then hand the reins back to me. That way, the customer sees me as the
person who was able to find the resource to answer their questions, not the
person who was over her head and needed to hand the discussion to
somebody else.”

She also explained that she does her best to learn the answers to these
more complex questions so that she doesn’t have to rely on a subject matter
expert the next time around and is able to carry the conversation more of the



way to the finish herself. “I take a different approach than most of my peers.
They tend to just punt to the subject matter expert right after introductions are
made and let that person run the call with the customer. Nothing could be
worse for your own credibility and, what’s more, our subject matter experts
also hate when they do that because it puts the job of selling on their plates
when it belongs on ours.”

Third, we found that, early on in the sales process, high performers were
more proactive than their peers in suggesting additional reading and sources
of information the customer should consult to help them come down the
learning curve—and, importantly, these were often not their company’s own
marketing materials or thought leadership content. On one call, for example,
a top rep laid out a reading list for his customer: “I find that many of my
customers go online and try to ‘self-educate’ around this technology but
there’s so much content out there that it can be really overwhelming and
people just end up confused at a higher level. I’'m going to send you a few
links to some pieces that I always recommend to people looking at this
technology for the first time. There are a couple of articles and a podcast
which T really like in which an industry analyst explains—in layperson’s
terms—how the technology works, what the different use cases are, and what
to watch out for when you’re evaluating vendors. I’d encourage you to just
spend a little time with this content and pass it along to others on the team. I
think it will help get you to the 201 level quickly so that you can get down
the learning curve and start asking the more important questions you need
answered.”

Obviously, the ability of a sales rep to offer a compelling and informed
point of view on the decision the customer is wrestling with is something that
is honed through experience. But lest new salespeople—or those selling for a
new company—feel that this is too high a bar to hit, top sellers, in our
interviews, admonished them to think differently. One high performer said
that the most important thing a new salesperson can do is invest the time to
develop expertise on their company’s products, those of their competitors,
and the market as a whole. She said that when she joined her new company,
she found there was a culture of salespeople letting solutions engineers do all



of the demos: “The company I came from was one where all salespeople did
their own demos. So it surprised me when I arrived here—a company whose
product is less complex than the one I used to sell—and nobody knew how to
walk a customer through the product. I told my manager that I wanted to do
my own demos and, after some debate, he relented. I invested a lot of time
early on in becoming as good as a solutions engineer in walking a customer
through the product. Once others saw the success I was having, they started
to come around.”

Another tenured rep said that he always encourages new hires to
“remember their source of authority”: “We sell to CFOs and it’s natural to
feel intimidated when you’re selling to somebody who’s been doing this job
for longer than you’ve been alive, but here’s the thing: they may know more
about being a CFO, but even our least-tenured rep knows a ton more about
our product and this technology than any prospective customer. New reps just
need to remember that our customers aren’t looking for us to teach them how
to do their jobs, they’re looking for us to help them be smart consumers of a
technology they don’t know much about.”

Owning the flow of information is a critical skill and one that can be used
by even less-experienced reps to limit the exploration and help the customer
avoid going down “blind alleys.”

Anticipating Needs and Objections

The second key behavior that enables reps to limit the exploration is their
ability to anticipate needs and objections.

Before we talk about anticipating unstated needs and objections, however,
we should first address how best salespeople deal with stated needs and
objections. In fact, one of the starkest contrasts we saw in the data was in the
way that high performers and their average-performing peers engage
customers in the moments that the customer expresses an objection.
Objections are an unavoidable part of the sales conversation—in our study,
we found that an astounding 69 percent of sales calls contained some form of
customer-stated objection. This is particularly true in the simple, transactional



sales calls in our study, which are predominantly situations in which the
customer could have purchased on their own but chose nevertheless to call in
to speak with a salesperson. Their decision to call is typically rooted in the
fact that they’re hung up on some sort of objection, so it’s not surprising to
hear these come up with regularity. In more complex sales, objections are no
less prominent, though they tend to come up later in the sales process as
customer indecision starts to creep in and customers weigh the magnitude of
putting ink on a contract.

And here a curious gap arises. Rebuttals are indeed common when
objections are raised—showing up in 52 percent of sales interactions. But
that’s seventeen points lower than the frequency of objections. A lot of
explicit objections simply go uncontested—something that is an absolute
conversion rate killer (see Figure 5.1). As a reminder, the average win rate for
sales interactions in our study was 26 percent. The presence of objections was
one of the biggest drags on conversion, and yet, with just one rebuttal win
rates go up to 31 percent. When no rebuttal is offered, conversion rates drop
by nearly half, to 17 percent.
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FIGURE 5.1: Frequency of objections and rebuttals; impact of rebuttals on win rates

Beyond simply meeting customers’ stated objections, our research shows
that high performers will sometimes anticipate an objection to be coming and
preemptively offer a rebuttal—a “pre-buttal,” if you will. High performers are
always on the hunt for signs of “implicit non-acceptance”—that is, when a
change in tone or a slight pause on the part of the customer tells them that
something is amiss and the customer’s not buying it. In many cases, we found



high performers picking up on small signals from the customer—for instance,
rather than saying, “Got it,” the customer says, “I think so”—and then
stopping the dialogue to do a gut check on whether the customer was tracking
with them. “I’m sorry for asking,” one talented rep said, “but it seems like
maybe that didn’t resonate with you? I’d love to get any concerns you have
on the table so we can have an honest conversation about it. The last thing I
want is for you to feel uncomfortable with any element of our offer.”

This active listening for signs that the customer is starting to waver turns
out to be remarkably effective. In our study, we saw a 40 percent win rate—
which was well above the average—when high performers preemptively
offered a rebuttal (i.e., offering a rebuttal even when no objection has been
expressly articulated). One explanation for why this works so well is that a
preemptive rebuttal suggests the salesperson really gets what the customer is
wrestling with—that they’ve been there before and have seen other customers
struggle with the same decisions. In effect, it makes the customer feel less
alone in their indecision.

Make no mistake, picking up on these subtle cues requires exceptional
active listening skills and a trained ear. But it also requires a level of comfort
with tension that most sellers lack.[2] The vast majority of the time, we found
the customer offering signals that they were getting cold feet, and, instead of
stopping to root out the cause of their indecision, the seller just kept plowing
ahead with their pitch. In many respects, it’s human nature to avoid bringing
up bad news. But high performers showed a remarkable lack of trepidation in
opening the Pandora’s box of customer concerns, fears, and objections.
Instead, they dove right in. High performers were unafraid to probe when
they sensed customer hesitation—knowing that an unstated objection has just
as much potential for derailing a sale as a stated one—and, once objections
were surfaced, they displayed a high level of comfort in openly disagreeing
with the customer, pointing out misunderstandings or putting misplaced
concerns to bed.

A sales manager we interviewed in a logistics company told us that this
ability to anticipate needs and objections is one of the things that sets her best
sellers apart from the rest: “There’s nothing more confidence-giving than



when a salesperson says, ‘I’m guessing you’re wondering about X’ or ‘You
know, one of the common concerns I hear at this point is Y.” When you’re a
customer evaluating a service like ours, it can be pretty scary and
overwhelming. We’re almost always coming in and replacing a homegrown
or legacy process and there are so many different vendors out there now
offering platforms like ours. It’s head-spinning for a customer. It can be a
huge relief for them to know that their concerns are normal and reassuring to
hear the salesperson anticipating those concerns.”

Practicing Radical Candor

The third behavior that enables a salesperson to limit the exploration is their
ability to practice radical candor with the customer.

“Radical candor” is a term coined by former Apple and Google executive
Kim Scott in her excellent book by the same name.3! In it, she explains that
there are four engagement styles that a manager can use with their
employees, but here we will apply the same framework to interactions
between reps and their customers and think about how each applies
specifically to limiting the exploration (see Figure 5.2).

The two dimensions Scott lays out are “challenging directly” and “caring
personally.” The first engagement style is “manipulative insincerity.” These
reps care more about themselves and what’s in their best interests and, rather
than delivering honest and direct challenges to customers, they maintain
silence and acquiesce to the customer’s requests. These are the salespeople
who smile and nod when the customer asks for additional information, has
follow-up questions, or makes specific requests for more data to inform their
purchase decision—and then immediately start bad-mouthing the customer to
their colleagues as soon as the call is over. One manager we spoke to said
that one of the sellers on her team is notorious for this: “He’ll immediately
get off of a call and talk about how the customer is asking for another demo
or an additional reference call and what a waste of his time and the
customer’s time it is . . . but, ironically, he never shares that view with the
customer.”
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FIGURE 5.2: Four engagement styles[4!

Scott calls the second engagement style “obnoxious aggression.” These
reps have no problem challenging their customers directly, but it comes from
a place of self-interest, not what’s in the customer’s best interests. This is
probably the style most closely associated with the classic, pejorative image
of the rude, pushy salesperson. “There are some of these folks on every sales
team,” one CSO told us. “They are always over-selling the capabilities of our
solution and pitching customers on additional add-on services that they really
don’t need.” In the sales calls we studied, this was an easy approach to
identify. These reps tended not to limit the exploration but rather to lay waste
to the exploration. They would ride roughshod over customer questions and
requests for more information and, when they did acknowledge the
customer’s request, they tended to do so in a belittling manner that made the
customer feel sheepish about even having asked the question or made the



request in the first place. For these reps, the “right answer” was always for
the customer to buy more and buy it now. And the moment a customer
showed the slightest hesitation, these reps were also the first to break out the
FUD tactics.

The third engagement style is one Scott dubs “ruinous empathy.” Here,
the salesperson cares deeply about what’s best for the customer, but they’re
too afraid to share their views with the customer for fear of offending them or
rocking the boat. A salesperson we spoke to in our research likened these
reps to the Relationship Builder in The Challenger Sale. “They really care
about their customers and want to do whatever they can to make the customer
happy—including things that, deep down, they know aren’t really in the
customer’s best interests. But, they won’t bring it up because they fear that
introducing any tension into the relationship could bring it to an end.”
Listening to these calls, you could sense these reps wanted to say something
to the customer about how the request they were making wasn’t a good spend
of their time—that it would lead to the customer spinning their wheels and
getting no closer to a decision than they were at this moment. Yet, they said
nothing.

Finally, there is “radical candor.” This is the sweet spot, as Scott explains.
Salespeople who practice radical candor are focused on what’s best for their
customers and aren’t afraid to tell them when they’re headed in the wrong
direction. These reps are unafraid to tell a customer when they’re wrong or
when they’re about to make a mistake. In our research, we found that they
were professional but firm in telling the customer that what they were asking
for wasn’t necessary or that the additional data they were seeking wouldn’t
resolve the concerns they were hoping to resolve. On one call, a sales rep in
an SaaS company told her customer—who was asking for yet another demo
—that she didn’t think this was a good use of anybody’s time. “The last thing
I want to do is waste your team’s time and, I have to be honest, another demo
isn’t really going to show you anything that we haven’t already showed you.
But I also know that you aren’t ready to move forward so let’s talk about why
that is and what I can do to help you make the best decision for your
organization—whether that’s buying from us or going in another direction.”



The above example illustrates an important point: using radical candor to
limit the exploration is more than just “calling a spade a spade” and telling
the customer they’re wasting their time. Reps who use this approach always
followed it up with a series of questions to dig into what was really
motivating the customer’s request. This technique bears similarities to the
“Five Whys” approach first pioneered by Sakichi Toyoda as part of the
Toyota manufacturing process..>! Toyoda famously advocated for always
asking “why?” five times to get to the root cause of a problem.

Unlike average performers who are perfectly happy to indulge a
customer’s superfluous and unnecessary information requests, high
performers look to understand what’s driving the customer’s request—
knowing that there is likely some sort of implicit objection, some form of
uncertainty driving the request, and that these requests for additional
information are more of a delay tactic than anything else. So, any additional
information they can provide won’t really address the customer’s underlying
concern. Therefore, they ask the question behind the question to understand
what exactly the customer is concerned about—what is driving their specific
request.

Time and again, we heard star sellers asking customers to articulate the
reason behind their request—an attempt to get the customer’s concerns out on
the table so that they could be discussed and dealt with. “Absolutely, we can
set up a customer reference call for you,” one seller said, “but, before I do
that, can you help me understand what you’re looking to validate in the call?
There might be other ways for us to help address any questions or concerns
you might have.” Another rep told her customer, “I understand you want to
hear this from another customer to give you some confidence that you’ll see
the results you’re hoping for, but, respectfully, can I ask you a question? If
you hear from our customer that they achieved the results you’re hoping to, is
that going to be enough for us to get this deal done or are there other things
that are giving you pause about this decision?”

And, as we learned in chapter 4, they didn’t just probe for what’s driving
the customer’s request for additional information; they proactively
recommended better and more efficient ways to address the customer’s



concerns. On one call, for example, a rep asked his customer why they were
looking to do another reference call with a different customer organization:
“If this is what we need to do to give you the confidence you need to move
forward, we’ll do it. But I am also concerned that another reference call—
which, candidly, is going to be pretty similar to the ones you’ve already done
—isn’t really going to address the concerns you have. If you can help me
understand what the team is concerned about, I can let you know what the
best way is for us to address that.” On another call, a rep probed for why the
customer was asking for certain data to inform their decision and then, once
she felt like she’d correctly identified the customer’s hang-up, made a
recommendation on a different course of action: “Ah, okay, got it. So, I don’t
think another call with our product folks is going to address that concern. I
think there’s a better way for me to get you what you need.”

On the face of it, practicing radical candor can feel intimidating for a
salesperson and can seem like the sort of approach that might create
unnecessary friction between the rep and customer, but it’s an approach
rooted in empathy and one that has the customer’s best interests—in this
case, avoiding an unproductive and frustrating exploration—as the guiding
principle.

Two Different Soundtracks

A call with a top seller just sounds different. In our study, average performers
tended to defer to the customer in conversations—saving their product and
market insights for moments in the conversation when customers asked
questions. High performers, by contrast, were far more assertive in
demonstrating their expertise. Where average sellers waited to speak until
spoken to, high performers looked to proactively find ways to share their
experience and knowledge with the customer. The net impact of this is
fascinating. Contrary to popular belief—and what’s typically taught in sales
training—high performers actually do more of the talking than the customer
(see Figure 5.3).
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FIGURE 5.3: Average rep talk time in wins vs. losses

For years, sellers have been taught to do more listening than talking. This
is an old notion in sales but one that’s experienced something of a rebirth as a
result of the content marketing done by conversation intelligence vendors.
And yet, we find that the exact opposite is true when looking at win rates. In
our analysis, sales reps who won deals talked for 58 percent of the time, on
average. In lost deals, reps spoke for 52 percent of the time. Clearly, it
matters what the rep is saying in these conversations—conversion rates
wouldn’t be nearly as high were the rep making small talk or filling the call
with irrelevant information. But what is clear is that if the rep has expertise
and a perspective that is valuable to the customer, they shouldn’t shy away
from taking the time necessary to share it. This doesn’t mean that reps should
stop listening to their customers during sales calls. Clearly, being an active
listener is part and parcel of great selling. But what’s also clear is that reps
shouldn’t be afraid of being proactive and assertive in demonstrating their
subject matter expertise.

But it’s not just that the best reps do more talking than the customer; it’s
the way they engage customers that’s so surprising. High performers, unlike
their average-performing colleagues, are quite comfortable interrupting the
customer and talking over them when they feel it is important to get the
conversation back on track. This isn’t just contrary to what’s been taught in
sales training; it feels counter to what our parents taught us about being
polite. In fact, we found twice as many instances of the sales rep interrupting
the customer or talking over them in won deals as compared to lost deals (see
Figure 5.4).
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FIGURE 5.4: Interruptions and overtalk in won vs. lost deals

While this might seem like rude behavior on the part of the seller, that’s
not what was going on at all. Instead of impolite overtalk and interruptions,
we found that what was happening is what linguists refer to as “cooperative
overlapping.” This term was coined by Georgetown University linguistics
professor Deborah Tannen, who explains that “cooperative overlapping
occurs when the listener starts talking along with the speaker, not to cut them
off but rather to validate or show they’re engaged in what the other person is
saying.”.6l Tannen says another way to think about cooperative overlapping
is “enthusiastic listenership” or “participatory listenership.”l7l Others have
described this technique as communicating with somebody as opposed to at
somebody, and that not cooperatively overlapping can have the unintended
consequence of making the other person feel alone. &

This is a critical concept for sellers to understand: listening is important in
sales, but if you want to close a deal, engagement is actually more important.
Indecisive customers need an active, engaged conversation with a salesperson
to get them over the hump. Too often, salespeople see it as more beneficial to
defer to the customer, to sit back and listen. And while listening is certainly
critical—especially early on in a sale when getting to know the client and
their needs—being quiet sends the message that you aren’t actually hearing
what you’re being told. Great salespeople are “all in” on their sales
conversations. So, the guidance for sellers isn’t that interrupting and cutting
off customers will make them buy, but rather that they shouldn’t be afraid of



speaking, sharing their expertise, and “cooperatively overlapping” with their
customers.

There is limited “downtime” in a high-performer sales conversation.
When the customer is talking, she is met with verbal acknowledgment while
she’s conveying her thoughts. We found, quite literally, thousands of
instances of the rep saying things like “Absolutely,” “Yeah, I hear what
you’re saying,” “Yup, makes sense,” “Oh, for sure, I agree,” “That’s
interesting,” “Hmm, okay,” and many other verbal cues designed to show the
customer they are listening to every word the customer is saying. And when
there are pauses as the customer is speaking, the seller unashamedly jumped
in—sometimes to finish the customer’s thoughts, sometimes to lob in a
question, sometimes to share an example, sometimes to paraphrase what they
heard, and sometimes to redirect the conversation.

Before we move on, a quick word about “purposeful silence”: this
technique, which has been taught to salespeople for years, is one that sellers
need to use with care. While it can be a powerful technique when used
occasionally in a sales call (e.g., asking a targeted question and allowing the
customer the time they need to answer it or throwing out a price or term and
letting the customer absorb it), our data shows that there is clearly a point of
diminishing returns when it comes to silence time (see Figure 5.5). No
silence time (less than 8 percent of the call) and too much silence time (more
than 30 percent of the call) result in lower conversion rates—likely because
too little silence time leaves the customer feeling like they can’t get a word in
edgewise, whereas too much leaves the customer feeling like the rep doesn’t
actually know what they’re talking about. The optimal amount of silence time
is between 8 percent and 17 percent of the call, and is associated with win
rates of 30 percent. So, when reps use some purposeful silence, it can produce
the desired effect. Too much or too little should be avoided at all costs.

FIGURE 5.5: Sales rep silence time; quartiles by percentage of interaction
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In fact, we found that one of the worst things that can happen during any
sales call is the “deer in the headlights” moment—that is, when the rep is
stumped by something the customer says and struggles to respond. In our
model, we found that the combination of rep silence followed by the rep
expressing confusion is a toxic combination in terms of win rates.

Conclusion

The data is clear: When salespeople can limit the customer’s exploration and
keep it within the bounds of “reasonable due diligence,” they stand a much
higher chance of converting a sale. When reps demonstrate the behaviors
we’ve discussed in this chapter, they convert at a 42 percent rate. On the
other hand, when they allow customers to engage in “unchaperoned” and
unbounded research, conversion rates plummet to 16 percent (see Figure 5.6).

The customer’s desire to seek more information before making a decision
is an incredibly difficult hurdle for the salesperson to overcome. Getting them
to put their desire to do more research aside requires salespeople to do three
things. First, they must own the flow of information. This is about the
salesperson positioning themselves as the locus of authority for the customer
and not abdicating that role to others in their organization, like subject matter



experts or solutions engineers. And, when a rep must bring in additional
support to address a customer’s questions or concerns, it’s about keeping
their reliance on those resources to a bare minimum. Second, salespeople
must anticipate the customer’s needs and objections. Doing so helps
customers see that they’re talking to an expert—somebody who has been
down this path before with other customers and can help them “look around
corners” in a way that they couldn’t if they were trying to make this decision
on their own. And, finally, sellers limit the exploration by practicing radical
candor. When customers make superfluous requests for unnecessary data or
information, they aren’t afraid of “challenging directly,” probing for the real
reason the customer is asking for this information, and then making a
recommendation on a better path forward.
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FIGURE 5.6: Win rates for limiting the exploration vs. allowing unbounded research

When we compare high-performer sales conversations with those of their
average-performing peers, we find that they sound fundamentally different.
High performers don’t hesitate to share their expertise, they don’t allow for
“dead air,” and they engage in cooperative overlapping with their customers.



A high-performer conversation is neither a lecture nor an interrogation. It’s
an active and engaged dialogue between two equals—a spirited conversation
one would expect to hear between two good friends who’ve known each
other forever. More than anything, it feels as if the seller genuinely cares
about what the customer has to say and is confident enough to know that the
customer will be just as interested in what they have to say.



CHAPTER SIX

Take Risk Off the Table

S o far, we’ve discussed two reasons that customers need to hit the pause
button and “think about it”: a lack of information and wvaluation
problems. We’ve discussed where these sources of indecision come from,
how they manifest in sales conversations, what average performers tend to do
when facing these situations, and what high performers do differently to
overcome them.

However, it’s the third and final source of customer indecision that we’ll
discuss in this chapter—outcome uncertainty—which sellers often find to be
the most intractable and hardest to defeat. Nowhere is indecision as
pronounced as it is when customers fear that they won’t capture the benefits
they expect from their purchase.

Even if we are able to convince the customer that they don’t need to do
more research, and even if we can help them pick a good option from a host
of what they believe are equally good options, every customer will still think
twice before signing on the dotted line to contemplate whether they’ll
actually get what they’re paying for. Every buyer has experienced being
burned by a vendor or a too-good-to-be-true product description that
overpromised and underdelivered. The bad memories of those failed
purchases come flooding back and the last thing a customer wants to do is
make a decision that will lead to some unforeseen loss. Better to do nothing,
the customer reasons, than to intentionally make a decision that ends up
costing them.



From earlier chapters we know that average reps respond to the other
types of indecision in the way they’ve been trained. When customers express
a desire to do more research, average reps accommodate those requests and
otherwise defer to the customer. And when customers struggle with choosing
the right option for themselves or for their organizations, the average
performer tries to diagnose customer needs by asking probing questions. So,
how do average sellers confront indecision that stems from outcome
uncertainty?

When faced with this situation—once the proof points, customer reviews,
Magic Quadrants, calls with reference customers, and ROI calculators fail
and the customer says that they just aren’t ready to move forward, and that
they are worried about making a decision they’ll later regret—the average
seller turns to an age-old technique: “FUD,” or fear, uncertainty, and doubt.

“We really appreciate all of the time you’ve spent with us so far. We’re
sold on the value, but we’re going to need some more time to think about it.
We’re just concerned about our ability to capture the benefits you’re
projecting,” the customer says. With nothing else up their sleeve to pry the
customer out of their indecision, the rep looks to sow fear, uncertainty, and
doubt in the customer’s mind: “I hear what you’re saying . . . but I'd hate for
you guys to be stuck with your legacy solution and miss out on this
opportunity to improve your business.” Put simply, the seller’s last-ditch
effort when faced with outcome uncertainty is almost always to try to scare
the customer into buying.

The history of FUD in sales is an interesting one. It’s not entirely clear
who first came up with the term, but the technique is as old as the profession
itself. Maybe older. Sowing doubt in another in order to get what you want
was something Shakespeare actually wrote about in the early 1600s. In his
play Othello, the villain, lago, after getting passed up for a promotion by
Othello, tries to take down his boss and friend by making him believe his
wife is having an affair with another man. Roughly one hundred years later,
we find the first documented use of the phrase in an essay by the English
academic and cleric William Payne. “This will give unspeakable comfort,
peace, and satisfaction to his mind,” Payne wrote, “and set him not only out



of danger and free him from an ill state, but out of all doubts, fears and
uncertainties in his thoughts about it.”L1l Little did he realize while delivering
his treatise on the pros and cons of death-bed repentance that this phrase
would become a cornerstone of professional selling in the modern era.

Of course, it wasn’t until the 1970s that FUD really became a commonly
used technique in sales. IBM salespeople are probably first credited with
using FUD to combat an upstart competitor, Amdahl Corporation. Later, in
the 1980s, Microsoft became the FUD standard-bearer, using the technique
(ironically) against IBM itself. Their objective: to sow seeds of confusion,
hesitancy, and skepticism about IBM’s OS/2 operating system as compared
to Microsoft’s Windows 3.1. Even as late as 2010, Microsoft was pushing
FUD-based messages to make customers uneasy about open source software,
its interoperability with Microsoft’s own products, and the lack of available
support when things go down. In one video, for example, they warned users:
“If an open source freeware solution breaks, who’s gonna fix it?”[2

When we dug into our data set of sales calls, we identified four distinct
flavors of FUD that sellers tend to use when relitigating the status quo:
urgency, scarcity, wallowing, and isolation. The first flavor, urgency, is a
type of manufactured fear based on temporary discounts and special pricing,
terms, or conditions. The goal is for the rep to create some angst with the
customer, that if they delay the decision, the product or service they are
considering may actually cost them more money. Here are some examples
from our study:

e “Absolutely, you should think about it some more if you need to. But I
did want to let you know that our rates change dynamically and we may
not be able to offer you the same pricing if you call us back later.”

e “Unfortunately, this is a limited-time offer. We won’t be able to give you
the same level of discount after this week.”

e “My manager had approved this pricing for you based on the assumption
that you would sign the purchase agreement this quarter. Unfortunately,
I’m not sure I’ll be able to get you the same deal next quarter.”



The second flavor, scarcity, is about making the customer feel like there is
a limited window of time in which to actually get the product they want. It is
based on the notion that people value things more when they are hard to get.
In his seminal book Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion, Robert
Cialdini lists scarcity among his “six principles of persuasion.” He explains
that “when it comes to effectively persuading others using the Scarcity
Principle, the science is clear. It’s not enough simply to tell people about the
benefits they’ll gain if they choose your products and services. You’ll also
need to point out what is unique about your proposition and what they stand
to lose if they fail to consider your proposal.”3] Examples we found include
the following:

e “We only have a limited number of that product still in stock, and once
we run out I can’t say when our inventory will be replenished.”

e “If you sign by the end of the day, we can pencil you in for an install two
weeks from today. Unfortunately, our next open window isn’t for another
two months after that. That would be a significant time to wait to capture
the benefits we’ve been discussing.”

e “I did want to let you know that we’ve opened registration for our annual
event to current subscribers only and it’s already almost sold out. We
expect it to fill up in the next few days.”

The third flavor of FUD is what we call “wallowing.” Wallowing is, quite
literally, making the customer stew in their own discomfort or discontent
with the status quo. When they hear customers start to back away from the
purchase decision, reps will often try to remind the customer why they
expressed their intention to buy in the first place. By doing so, they hope to
dial up the “pain of same” with the customer:

e “I know you and your team are in agreement that the way you do things
today is suboptimal. Are you sure you want to continue down that path
instead of moving forward with our solution?”



e “I’d hate for you to be stuck with your current platform any longer than
necessary given how frustrated you are with it.”

e “I hear you that you aren’t ready to sign the agreement today, but I’'m
thinking back to our first conversation when you told me how bad things
were. And it’s not like you can wish the current situation away.”

The final flavor of FUD that we identified was isolation. This is a
technique designed to freeze the customer out and make them feel like they
are left on an island, alone with the consequences of their indecision, while
others make progress. In many respects, this is the harshest of the four
because it creates significant fear of potential loss with the customer and also
creates feelings of resentment and broken trust, which can backfire
dramatically for the seller. We found numerous examples of this flavor of
FUD in our calls:

e “I hesitate to tell you this, but our team estimates you guys could lose up
to a million dollars by delaying this decision by a quarter.”

e “Are you worried about the impact of delaying this platform upgrade on
the team? I know you mentioned they are really getting frustrated by the
current platform they’re using . . . and we all know how hard it is to
attract and retain talented staff in this market.”

e “As you know, we’re already working with all of the other big players in
your space. I’d hate for you guys to be left behind here.”

Regardless of the type of FUD being applied, we can almost hear the
seller’s thought process: Clearly, they must not really believe in how bad
their current state is. They must not fully appreciate just how much value
they’re going to receive. They say they do, but they must not believe it. I've
got to dial up the pressure so that they see what they stand to lose by not
buying.

The irony, of course, in salespeople trying to use fear to get the customer
to buy is that, as we now know, it’s fear that is actually preventing the



customer from buying. And nowhere is this fear more acute than when the
customer is worried that they won’t capture the benefits they expect from
their purchase. This is a big part of why attempts to relitigate the status quo—
of which using FUD is a prime example—is actually negatively correlated
with close rates.

So, if FUD isn’t the right approach, what does work?

De-risking the Purchase

In the previous two chapters of this book, we discussed how customers will
get stuck for a variety of reasons. Some customers become indecisive
because they’re afraid of making the wrong choice. When facing this
situation, high performers don’t ask the customer what they want—they tell
them what they need. They simplify the decision by offering their personal
recommendation based on the customer’s specific use case, situation, or
needs. Sometimes, customers become indecisive because they are afraid they
are making a decision without having done enough research. In these
situations, high performers limit the exploration, effectively closing off
“rabbit holes” the customer could easily head down, eating up time and
introducing interminable delays in the purchase process.

So how do high performers overcome the third error customers are fearful
of making—outcome uncertainty? Where average sellers lean on FUD
techniques to try to scare the customer into buying, high performers know
that the real reason the customer is struggling to make a decision isn’t
because they might miss an opportunity to win. It’s because they might make
a decision that causes them to lose.

Top sellers know that they are effectively asking the customer to take a
leap of faith—to trust them that things will be better on the other side of the
decision, that money will be made or saved, that risks will be better
mitigated, and so on. But pulling them back from the decision is the voice in
the customer’s head whispering, “Better safe than sorry.” The customer
reflects on past purchases that didn’t pan out and on horror stories they’ve
heard from colleagues and contacts in their network. On paper, the vendor’s



solution seems like it will clearly make things better, but there’s a chance
that, despite putting money, resources, and time into it, the results just don’t
come to fruition. And when that happens, somebody will need to take the
blame—and that person is the individual with their name on the contract, the
one who lobbied their boss or spouse for the purchase to be made. The costs
become very real in the customer’s mind, whether that’s potentially getting
fired or just looking foolish for making a poor decision, and indecision begins
to tighten its grip on the customer: This seems pretty risky . . . and
expensive . . . is it really worth it? Better to take a step back and really think
about whether this is a smart decision.

Unlike their average-performing peers who rely on FUD in these
situations, high performers have figured out that the way you convince the
customer to move forward isn’t by making the customer feel bad about
deciding to walk away from the purchase. It’s by making them feel good
about deciding to walk into it. The star seller’s goal in these moments is to
instill feelings of confidence, not to sow seeds of regret. They want to make it
okay for the customer to say yes now, and they know that the only way to
make that happen is to take risk off the table.

Set Outcome Expectations

In our research, we were able to isolate three key techniques that high-
performing sellers use to de-risk the purchase decision. The first is setting
expectations. Average salespeople, more often than not, tend to push gaudy
ROI projections from the start of the sales conversation, believing that this
will prove irresistible to the customer—or, perhaps, just knowing that
customers will often exhibit maximizer tendencies. What they don’t realize,
however, is that the more unattainable the returns seem to the customer, the
more they’ll fret about being able to achieve those returns come decision
time. High performers focus less on “maximum impact”—that is, what is
theoretically possible—and more on setting realistic, “believable impact”
expectations early on. “We have seen companies like yours realize a threefold
productivity increase using our software, but I think we’d be better off



managing expectations. I’'m extremely confident we’ll see at least a doubling
of productivity since we see that in nearly every customer deployment. Let’s
use that to build the business case. Then, when we later beat that figure, it’ll
be a welcome surprise. Always better to underpromise and overdeliver.”

In our analysis, setting expectations had one of the most dramatic impacts
on win rates of any behavior we tested in our study. When reps don’t
properly set expectations, win rates are only 20 percent —six points below
the average (see Figure 6.1). (This, by the way, is the norm based on our
research.) Reps avoided setting any type of expectation with the customer on
81 percent of calls. But in the rare cases that they did, win rates were nearly
double the average, at 51 percent. This represents an improvement of 155
percent, which speaks not just to the stranglehold outcome uncertainty can
have on customers but also to the effectiveness of a technique like this to deal
with it.

91%

20%

Win rate when reps do Win rate when reps
not set expectations set expectations
FIGURE 6.1: Win rate impact of setting outcome expectations



Offer Downside Risk Protection

High performers understand that offering the customer a safety net is far
more effective than pushing the customer toward the ledge (i.e., using FUD
to try to motivate action). If the customer’s concern is whether they’ll attain
the objectives they hope for, they need confidence givers, not fearmongers.

In the sales calls we looked at, we found numerous examples of sellers
using creative options to provide customers with a safety net. In the
transactional sales calls in our study, this often came in the form of reps
making sure customers knew they had a cancellation window, that they could
change their plan or subscription at a later date, or that there was a money-
back guarantee. “It sounds like you’re on the fence,” one rep explained, “but
let me just assure you that if you decide later that you’re not getting the value
you expected out of the service, it’s free to cancel at any time.”

What’s interesting is that one would think that offering this sort of
assurance to the customer is a no-brainer and something reps would do on a
regular basis. Why wouldn’t they? If there’s even the slightest chance a
customer is suffering from indecision brought on by outcome uncertainty,
surely it would make sense to proactively mention that sort of safety net to
the customer. But, ironically, we didn’t find reps relying on this confidence
giver very much at all. In all of the transactional sales calls we studied, we
found that reps used this less than 15 percent of the time.

Why is this? The first explanation lies in the way reps are compensated. In
some companies, reps aren’t paid on deals until the customer is out of the
cancellation window. Or, perhaps they are subject to a claw-back period
during which the company can reclaim sales commissions paid on deals that
later back out. The second explanation is that some reps fear that bringing up
things like opt-out clauses and guarantees will indicate that they aren’t
confident themselves in the product or service they’re selling and may
inadvertently give customers reason to be skeptical. And finally, many reps
are so reliant on using FUD to scare customers into action (e.g., “I can’t
imagine you’d go another day continuing to use the product you’re currently
using”) that suddenly changing course and offering the customer some



downside risk protection (e.g., “Don’t worry, we offer a ninety-day money-
back guarantee in the event our product doesn’t work for you”) can come off
as a bit disingenuous, if not downright awkward.

Of course, in many situations, reps don’t have the ability to offer free
cancellation windows or money-back guarantees. This sort of thing is a rarity
in complex B2B sales, for instance, where vendors invest significant
resources into configuring and implementing solutions for customers. So,
what can reps do in these situations to offer downside risk protection when
their companies don’t allow them the latitude to offer something like an opt-
out clause? In our analysis, we found that the best reps use a variety of
creative confidence givers to help get customers over the outcome-
uncertainty hump.

One technique we saw in several calls was creating detailed project plans
before the deal closed—with owners, milestones, target metrics, and so on—
something that helps show the customer that the rep and her organization
know exactly how customers get value out of their offerings. Top sellers
often started hammering these out well in advance of signature: “I know
we’re just starting to work on the contract with legal now and are still a few
weeks away from having anything to sign,” one rep explained, “but I'd like
us to start nailing down the project plan, milestones, owners, and KPIs for the
first six months we’ll be working together. We built this plan back from the
best practices of customers who’ve seen the best results from their
investment, so it’s a great road map to follow to make sure you get the value
you’re expecting out of the platform. We don’t want to leave anything to
chance.”

We also found that top reps relied on professional services support as a
way to offer a form of purchase insurance to the customer. One sales leader
we interviewed told us that many of his reps shy away from recommending
that customers add a professional services component to their agreements for
fear that it will give customers the impression that they can’t get value out of
the solution themselves and will be signing up for a more expensive
relationship than they’d bargained for. “But,” he explained, “our top reps
understand that the bigger concern customers have is not getting the value



they expect, and recommending that they add a professional services
component to the contract gives them the confidence that they won’t be alone
on the journey.”

Another technique we found that star reps relied on was creative
contracting to lower perceived risk on elements of the deal that made
customers particularly nervous. One tech industry sales leader we interviewed
told us the story of a large deal whereby the customer was about to sign a
five-year agreement covering a broad implementation of the vendor’s
platform across multiple parts of their business. The customer, however, was
nervous about the implementation in one specific business unit, which was
both their company’s cash cow and the implementation that posed the highest
number of unknowns given certain legacy systems that had long been in
place. At the eleventh hour, the customer started to express concerns about
unforeseen implementation problems that might crop up that could negatively
impact the business unit’s performance. The importance of this particular
business unit to the customer combined with the number of implementation
unknowns created a sense of outcome uncertainty for the customer and
threatened to derail the entire deal.

When no amount of reassurance or executive sponsorship seemed to make
a dent with the customer, the sales leader proposed a unique solution: Why
not carve out the work for this particular business unit under a separate one-
year agreement that the customer was free to cancel at any time? The rest of
the contract would cover the implementation for the other business units
under the previously agreed-to five-year term, but this one business unit
would have an opt-out clause that would help protect the customer in the
event that things started to go sideways and they chose to pull the plug.
Despite the fact that the overall dollar value went down, the sales leader
maintained the previously agreed-to level of discounting as a sign of good
faith. He knew his organization would do a great job and swarm any
implementation problems that came up, which is exactly what they’ve done
since the rollout began. But the optics of offering an opt-out clause like this
helped alleviate some of the customer’s concerns that this project might fail
in this particular area of their business and that they’d be stuck with it for five



years. It made all the difference in terms of making the customer feel
comfortable and confident enough to sign the agreement. “By giving a little
bit on the initial deal and working to make them feel good about what they
were getting into,” he explained, “we are paving the way for a much more
healthy and profitable long-term relationship with them.”
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FIGURE 6.2: Impact of offering downside risk protection on win rates

The impact of managing downside risk on win rates is significant. In our
analysis, we found that when reps offer options that help minimize the
perceived downside risk for the customer, win rates jump from 22 percent to
46 percent, an increase of 109 percent overall (see Figure 6.2). Unfortunately,
while this is a highly effective technique for battling customer indecision—
especially as it pertains to outcome uncertainty—it is rarely used. We found
reps doing this on only 14 percent of the calls we studied.

Start Smaller



Finally, similar to something we discussed earlier in the book, we found
high-performing reps proactively suggesting to customers that they start
smaller than perhaps even the customer wants. One sales leader we work with
whose company provides maintenance services to homeowners and small
businesses explained that customers will call up with a whole wish list of
things they want to buy (again, maximizer tendencies rearing their heads),
and then when they hear the price, they get off the phone saying they need to
“think about it.” “Our service plan can get pretty expensive when you add all
of the various options we offer,” he explained. “When the customer calls in
and starts asking for the ‘Cadillac’ package, many of our reps will quote them
a price. And when they do, the customer invariably has sticker shock. At that
point, it’s a losing battle because the rep starts suggesting taking some
services off of the order but the customer then feels like they are having to
settle and what they’re buying is somehow less. But what our best reps
understand is that, ironically, they will sell more by selling less.” More often
than not, this leader explained, his best reps will actually talk customers out
of additional options before giving them a price—they’ll proactively suggest
that new customers start with a couple of their most popular services to see
how they like them and then offer to follow up in a few months to see if the
customer wants to add on to their package at that time. Customers love that
the rep is being a good steward of their money and it helps the rep to
proactively avoid that sticker shock moment. “Our average reps do the exact
opposite,” he told us. “Once the customer starts describing this ‘all singing,
all dancing’ plan they have in mind, the rep starts seeing dollar signs and it
never even crosses their mind to proactively suggest the customer start
smaller.”

Another sales leader we interviewed in the wealth management industry
told us that when he began his career, he quickly figured out that while he
could make more money by pushing clients to go “all in” with him, this
dramatically heightened a client’s outcome uncertainty. Instead, he learned
that it was better to offer multiple options to the client—one “all-in” option,
one moderate option, and one “toe-dipping” option. While they would be
attracted to the potential returns of the larger proposal, he would proactively



steer them toward the middle option as a better way to get started. “Many of
my peers back then never figured this out and would instead go ‘whale-
hunting,” putting only the biggest, most expensive and riskiest proposals in
front of their clients because this was, they thought, the fastest way to hit
their numbers. But those deals never close and, if they do, the client is
immediately second-guessing their decision. Most of those folks aren’t here
anymore.”

This approach stands in stark contrast to what some have argued is the
definition of sales success—that anything less than a “high-quality deal” (i.e.,
a large, high-price-point, long-term, highly profitable deal) should be
considered a loss. But the data is very clear: best reps sell more over time and
build stronger customer relationships by starting small, not by going as big as
they can right out of the gates.

Conclusion

As we’ve discussed throughout this chapter, outcome uncertainty is arguably
the most intractable and difficult-to-overcome source of customer indecision.
No customer wants to be left alone, personally accountable for a purchase
that didn’t deliver the benefits that were promised. Even when faced with a
decision that the customer knows will make them better off, they avoid
making that decision based on even a small chance that it might make them
worse off. This is loss aversion in its purest form.

Unfortunately, the way most reps deal with this final mile of indecision is
to rely on FUD tactics—an attempt to scare the customer into taking action.
But what reps fail to appreciate is that it is fear that is driving the customer’s
indecision, and heaping additional fear onto their shoulders won’t motivate
them to buy. If anything, it will make them less likely to buy.

Best reps know that dealing with the customer’s outcome uncertainty isn’t
about making them more scared; it’s about making them more confident. To
do this, they set proper expectations and use creative tactics to minimize the
customer’s downside risk. Using these tactics can overcome outcome
uncertainty and produce dramatic improvements in win rates in nearly all



situations, save those cases in which customers are convinced they won’t see
the benefits of a purchase (see Figure 6.3). In those extreme cases, customers
are so debilitated by indecision that the benefits of any purchase are largely
ignored—and, more often than not, high performers have already disqualified
these opportunities out of their pipelines long before they reach this point.

We’ve now explored the three sources of indecision—valuation problems,
information seeking, and outcome uncertainty—and the approaches star
sellers use to combat them, namely, offering their personal recommendation,
limiting the exploration, and taking risk off the table.

In the next chapter, we’ll consider these behaviors as a whole and look at
what makes the JOLT seller truly unique among their peers.
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FIGURE 6.3: Win rate impact of de-risking skills by level of customer indecision



CHAPTER SEVEN

Becoming a “Buyer’s Agent”

As hard as it may be for the modern traveler to believe, there was a time

—not too long ago—when the only way to book a trip was by going
through your local travel agent. Every town had a travel agency and big cities
had one on every block. In many respects, if you wanted to travel, you had
few choices for booking a flight other than to call on a travel agent. Only
your local agency had access to the proprietary airline booking system
required to get you a ticket to your destination. As demand for business and
leisure travel grew, so did the number of agencies. From the 1970s to the late
1990s, the number in the US alone ballooned from 12,000 to 45,000.

And then, just as quickly as they came to dominate the market, they nearly
disappeared from existence entirely.

The arrival of online travel booking sites like Expedia, Orbitz, and
Priceline, as well as the ability of travelers to book directly using the websites
of the major airlines and hotel chains, suddenly rendered traditional travel
agents obsolete. Almost overnight, travel agencies started closing their doors.
In the US, the number of individual travel agents plummeted by 35 percent
between 2000 and 2018. Even former US president Barack Obama declared
in a town hall meeting the travel agent to be yet another victim of disruption
by more agile, direct-to-consumer internet players: “When was the last time
somebody went to a bank teller instead of using the ATM, or used a travel
agent instead of just going online? A lot of jobs that used to be out there
requiring people now have become automated.”



But reports of the death of the travel agent had been greatly exaggerated.
Unlike other industries that were wiped out by the internet, travel agents have
made a dramatic comeback in recent years. The number of independent
agents in the US grew from a low of 78,800 in 2018 to more than 105,000 by
early 2020. Revenues were also up significantly, with nearly one-third of all
trips booked via travel agents. Before the pandemic, the industry was
projected to continue to grow by 10 percent per year. And as things return to
normal, most industry observers expect travel agents to bounce back—and
quickly.

But why would customers suddenly need the help of a travel agent when
they have access to an almost limitless amount of information, tools, and
resources to research and book trips on their own? Well, it turns out that the
resurgence of travel agents has been driven precisely because of all the
options and information available to consumers. While this abundance may
seem like a good thing for customers, it has, in fact, dredged up a host of
psychological phenomena that make it less likely a customer—even one with
a very clear intent to buy—actually ends up buying anything at all.

Consider just one destination, Italy, as an example. A quick search for
“Italy travel” yields nearly 2.8 billion results on Google. Paring it down to
“Italy travel blog” yields 440 million hits, and “Italy travel itinerary” brings
up 33.4 million results. TripAdvisor’s “Italy Travel Forum” alone contains
half a million topics—some with thousands of individual replies and
comments. Amazon lists more than 20,000 Italy travel guides for sale (even
narrowing down to only those with at least a four-star rating still yields more
than 8,000 books). This is on top of all of the Italian travel content and
recommendations available on hotel, airline, and cruise operator websites.

A customer planning a first-time trip to Italy quickly becomes
overwhelmed not just with all of the information out there but with all of the
options in terms of planning their trip. One well-known expert recommends
sticking to a single region so that you can fully explore it while another offers
plans for seeing the entire country in seven days. One blogger swears that
Tuscany is a must-visit destination and another calls it a “over-
commercialized tourist trap.” One site suggests a rental car as the best way to



see the country and another says that the Italian train system is the only way
to go. One says to prioritize Italy’s iconic cities—Rome, Florence, Venice—
and another advises eschewing the typical Italian destinations and instead
discovering the “real Italy” by traveling through the small towns and villages
that dot the countryside.

Faced with so much information, so many options, and an endless array of
choices, fear starts to gnaw at the customer. They worry that they haven’t
done enough research—that it was the article or blog they didn’t read that
contained all of the answers they were looking for. They worry about making
a selection among so many seemingly good ones. Even if they could make a
decision, they know they’ll instantly regret passing on those options that they
didn’t choose. And, worst of all, the customer is deeply concerned that they’ll
make a mistake or a bad choice and it will turn what should be a fantastic trip
into an epic disappointment. And they’ll have nobody to blame but
themselves. So, they may very well intend to book a trip, but they become
mired in indecision and ultimately fail to act.

Enter the travel agent—or, as they’re called today, “travel advisors.”.L
When faced with so many options and overwhelmed by the fear of making a
costly mistake, today’s customers increasingly seek the help of an expert who
can help them navigate different options and ultimately instill confidence that
the customer is going to have a great experience. More than anything, this is
what the curious case of the travel agent—their rise, fall, and ultimate
resurgence—teaches us: being a customer in today’s world is hard, and
overcoming indecision doesn’t require a seller as much as it requires an
advisor who can take them by the hand, lead the way, and help them arrive at
a successful outcome.2]

The JOLT Seller: A Buyer's Agent

Anybody who’s spent time with a JOLT seller—that is, a rep uniquely gifted
at helping customers overcome indecision—can immediately relate to this
story. In many respects, it encapsulates the approach these gifted reps take
when engaging customers.



In fact, it’s no overstatement to say that these talented reps see the job of a
salesperson differently. Once the customer has agreed on a vision and
purchase intent is established, JOLT sellers shift gears and stop selling to the
customer. Instead—while it seems strange to say—what they do is step in and
start buying for them. They know that the only reason today’s customers have
reached out to a salesperson—when they have many options to purchase on
their own, without a seller’s involvement—is because they are struggling to
buy and they need help. The customer may understand why they should buy
but still require a lot of help with what to buy, how to buy, and even when to
buy. Absent that help, there is no hope to overcome indecision and close the
deal.

JOLT sellers have an innate sense for the personal role they play in getting
the prospect past their indecision. They understand that the buyer needs their
help on a very human level. The buyer can’t do it on their own. When a
customer is stuck, they aren’t likely to get unstuck without the sales rep’s
help. So, rather than continuing to play the role of the salesperson, these star
reps assume the role of a delegate—a subject matter expert and trusted
partner whom the customer has tapped to help them work through what is
contributing to their indecision. They understand that the reason customers
often struggle to buy, even after they’ve expressed their intent to, isn’t
because they’ve decided not to. Instead, it’s because they can’t. They know
the customer’s indecision is less a function of something they did as sellers
and much more a function of who customers are as people.

In these moments, customers are looking for a delegate who can help
provide them with the confidence they need to ultimately make the purchase.
That confidence comes from the prospect being able to air out their hesitancy
and a talented seller—a trusted partne—who can guide the customer on
what, how, and when to buy. This has the effect of simultaneously improving
win potential and easing buyer anxiety, dramatically boosting the odds that
the seller will overcome the customer’s indecision.

While it makes far more sense for the customer to trust in the seller’s
expertise—in the same way an overwhelmed trip planner would put their
itinerary in the hands of an experienced travel advisor—salespeople know



that customers are often reluctant to do so, preferring instead to research
options on their own and to double-check that the recommendations the
salesperson is making are, in fact, in their best interests. It’s not that
customers are unintelligent and think that they can become as well versed as
the salesperson in the solution being pitched to them. Instead, the reason lies
in something called the “principal-agent problem” (also referred to as the
agency dilemma)..3]

The Principal-Agent Problem

The principal-agent problem is when one person (the agent) is able to make
decisions on behalf of another (the principal), but an incentive misalignment
or conflict of interest causes the principal to believe that the agent is making
decisions that benefit only themselves. This problem typically arises when
there is information asymmetry between the agent and the principal—that is,
when the agent has more information than the principal about the decision
that’s on the table, leading the principal to feel as if something’s being kept
from them.

Agency dilemmas happen all the time, in both the public and private
spheres. For example, clients sometimes distrust their attorneys, who they
hired to act in their best interests, because they fear they may just be bilking
them for additional fees or perhaps accepting settlement terms that aren’t
really in the client’s best interests. Similarly, economist Steven Levitt shared
in his book Freakonomics his extensive research into agent-principal
problems as they present in real estate transactions. Levitt found that Realtors
sell their own houses for more than they sell their clients’ properties—an
average of 3 percent more, or $10,000 on a $300,000 property.[4] This is
largely because, when selling their own homes, they’re willing to play the
waiting game until they get a good offer (Levitt found that Realtors leave
their houses on the market ten days longer than they do their clients’) but
have no incentive to do this with a client’s home since the marginal benefit of
getting a client a slightly better offer is nominal to an agent who is only
making, at most, 1.5 percent of the purchase price on the deal. As a result,



Realtors often convince their clients to accept lower offers that come in
quickly, suggesting to them that they want to avoid the negative stigma
associated with houses that have been on the market for a long time.

But perhaps nowhere is the agency dilemma more apparent than in the
relationship between sellers and customers. In almost any sale, the balance of
power is tilted toward the seller. Customers don’t know what they don’t
know when it comes to a supplier’s offerings. The seller, on the other hand,
knows what customers really need and what they don’t. They understand
where the land mines are that need to be avoided. They know which
capabilities are real and which are more conceptual. They know the
experiences happy customers have had and those that have led to churn. They
know where the bodies are buried. The customer can get insight into some of
these things by consulting user reviews, analyst reports, and third-party
purchasing consultants, but they’ll never acquire the level of knowledge that
somebody who works in the supplier organization possesses.

Then, when you add in the fact that the seller is incentivized to convert the
customer and drive up the dollar value of the deal as much as possible, it’s a
recipe for a classic agency dilemma and a lack of trust between the two
parties. Fearful that they may have missed something, and skeptical that the
seller has shared all of the information they need to make a good decision, the
customer—rather than going with their gut and just making a decision—will
instead opt to do more research and request more information from the seller,
all the while thinking that it’s the next piece of information they consume that
will allay all of their concerns.

So, what can salespeople do to overcome the agency dilemma and
establish the trust necessary for the customer to put themselves in the hands
of the rep—to trust that this person isn’t just a salesperson but is a buyer’s
agent?

Overcoming the Agency Dilemma

In our study of sales calls, we identified several techniques used by high
performers that help overcome the agency dilemma. One of the most



impactful was suggesting that the customer not “overbuy” where they don’t
need to—an idea we also discussed in the previous chapter. Customers will
often come in looking for a more expensive product or service than what their
specific needs demand, and it represents a prime opportunity for the seller to
develop trust and demonstrate credibility by suggesting the customer spend
less, not more.

In one insurance sales call, for example, the seller told a customer who
was debating whether to add supplemental coverage to a new policy that, in
his opinion, the customer already had sufficient coverage and could save
some money by not increasing it. The customer was effusive in her praise for
the rep: “Thank you so much. I really had no idea how much coverage we
should be carrying and I appreciate the fact that you didn’t try to sell me
more than I need.” The customer then proactively asked about whether she
could save even more by moving her other insurance policies over to the
company—in the end, leading to a much larger bundled sale for the rep. And,
similarly, in one software sales call we studied, the salesperson recommended
to the customer that he consider scaling back the number of licenses he was
putting in the initial contract: “You know, if I were you, I would take the
number of licenses down from ten to five. Start smaller with a core group of
power users and let’s generate some demand for expanded usage across your
team. The last thing we want is for you to feel like you spent money on
licenses that are going unused.”

Another technique for building trust and overcoming the agency dilemma
is offering positive feedback on a competitor’s offer or even outright
recommending a competitor’s product or service as a better fit for the client’s
needs. In one transactional sales call, the customer referenced a better price
point offered by a competitor for what seemed like an identical service plan.
“That is a great price for that plan and I wouldn’t blame you for taking it. We
do offer better coverage and we think we provide superior customer service,
which is why our price is a little higher.” And in another sales call involving
a more complex purchase, a confident rep went so far as to recommend a
competitor’s solution over her own company’s offer: “Honestly, if you guys
are really focused on that particular use case, I would tell you to talk to our



competitor. They’re the market leader in that space and they make a great
product. If you think your needs will expand beyond that use case, however,
we think we’re the better partner given our ability to serve other parts of your
business. Still, I don’t want to mislead you into thinking we’re just as good as
they are in that particular area because we aren’t. It’s just not where we’ve
focused our development efforts.”

By the same token, we found best reps freely admitting that their
company’s product or service can’t yet do everything the customer is looking
for. Too often, average performers claim that their company’s product can do
anything and everything the customer is asking for—which is a surefire way
to generate customer skepticism (after all, what vendor’s product does it all
perfectly?) and, in the unlikely event the customer actually believes the rep,
can sow the seeds for future churn when the customer later realizes they’ve
been oversold. Best reps are comfortable indicating where capabilities aren’t
fully developed or are future road map items. In one call we analyzed, the rep
said, “We don’t actually offer real-time analytics yet. We think our solution is
fast enough for practitioners—and offers the deepest level of insight on the
market—but real-time is still on our road map. We’re working on it but I
don’t want to overpromise here. It’s unlikely we’ll have that capability for at
least a year.”

Finally, a small but impactful way to build trust and credibility is when
reps openly admit they don’t know the answer to a question. This isn’t to
suggest that it isn’t paramount that reps demonstrate expertise—it absolutely
is. But, at the same time, a well-timed admission that the customer’s question
is one they can’t answer helps the customer to see that the rep isn’t trying to
railroad them into a purchase that may not suit their needs. One inbound sales
rep in our study said to a customer, “You know, I don’t actually know if our
product integrates with that system. I’ve never been asked that before and I
don’t see anything in our knowledge base about it. I can certainly find out,
however.”

These sorts of proactive suggestions—that the customer not overbuy, that
a competitor’s offer might be better for the customer’s needs, that certain
capabilities aren’t ready for prime time, or that the rep doesn’t have all of the



answers the customer is looking for—help customers see that the seller is on
their side, not an adversary to do battle against but a trusted advisor to
collaborate with. When coupled with the JOLT behaviors we’ve already
discussed in this book, it’s a powerful recipe for overcoming not just the
sources of customer indecision but also the agency dilemma that can stand in
the way of consummating a deal.

When “Yes"” Is the Easiest Choice

When reps execute this playbook at a high level, they earn the right to
confidently ask for the business and make “saying yes” the default option.

In their popular book Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth,
and Happiness, Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein explain that humans are
governed by two “systems” of thinking.[5] The first is the “Automatic
System,” which is “rapid and is or feels instinctive and it does not involve
what we usually associate with the word ‘thinking.”” This system is often
associated with reflexive actions—pulling one’s hand away from something
hot, flinching when hearing a sudden loud noise, and even saying “excuse
me” when bumping into somebody inadvertently. The second they call the
“Reflective System,” which is more deliberate and is typically associated
with “thinking.” We use the reflective system when deciding what to eat for
dinner, what movie to watch on Netflix, what options package to choose for
our new car, and whether to accept a new job offer. It is within this second,
Reflective, system where indecision happens—when customers fret about
whether they’ve done enough research, whether they’ve made the right
choice, or whether they’ll get the benefits they hope for—and it’s a sign that
they are reflecting and thinking critically about the decision in front of them.

Thaler and Sunstein found that an effective way to nudge people toward a
decision is by offering something called a “default option.” Defaults work
because they turn what would normally be deliberative choices into
instinctual ones—in other words, they take decisions off of the reflective
track and put them onto the automatic one. Why? Because a default
represents the path of least resistance; it taps into our desire to conserve



energy. In other words, picking something other than the default requires
energy that we’d rather not expend. But, more importantly, a default serves as
an implicit recommendation that is being made by a trusted authority.
Clearly, somebody smarter than we are chose this as the default option—and
they have our best interests in mind—so who are we to disagree?

A good example of a default at work is when companies automatically
enroll employees in their 401(k) plans, which has been shown to boost
participation rates from less than 50 percent (when employees have to opt in)
to more than 90 percent (when employees are automatically enrolled and
have to instead opt out if they don’t want to participate)..t! Another example
of a default is placing healthy foods at eye level in a cafeteria—customers
could select unhealthy options, but they would have to make more of an
effort to get them.

Confidently asking for the business works the same way for salespeople.
At once, it positions saying yes and signing the agreement to move forward
as the default option. Saying yes becomes the easy choice whereas saying no
feels like a hard gearshift, a break in the forward momentum, and an
undesirable change to what has been a smooth process. Asking for the
business is also the rep—who has already established herself as a trustworthy
and credible expert—making a recommendation to move ahead with the
purchase. For salespeople, this simple technique is the equivalent of taking
the customer by the hand and saying, “You sound ready to me. Let’s go.”
Like a skydiving instructor stepping up next to a nervous first-timer at the
threshold and giving that last boost of confidence that nudges the student to
take the leap, it’s a powerful moment in the sales conversation. In many
cases, it seems to stop the customer in their tracks and gets them to buck up
for the final step in the process. Customers, we found, will rarely
immediately reply to the rep’s request with their invoicing or billing
information. Instead, the reply is more often along the lines of “You know
what? Yeah, I think I'm ready. Let’s go ahead and do this.”

We saw many flavors of this in the calls we studied:



e “If you’re good with what we’ve discussed, let’s go ahead and get this
order processed for you. Can I have your permission to go ahead and
submit it?”

e “We’re excited to bring you on as a customer and start delivering the
benefits we discussed. I’'m going to send over the agreement. Once we
have it back, we’ll be ready to go.”

e “I’d like to get you on the calendar for implementation and onboarding.
Should we go ahead and get things rolling? If you’re in agreement, I can
send you the DocuSign right now.”

e “This is a great choice for your business. I’d say we should go ahead and
get it locked in. I can take your credit card information whenever you’re
ready.”

In many respects, there is nothing more central to being a salesperson than
asking for the sale. However, it often surprises sales leaders when they learn
that their reps do this far less often than they think (or hope). In our study,
reps actually asked the customer for the business only 46 percent of the time.
This means that in more than half of all sales conversations, not only is there
no confident close, but there’s no actual discussion of a sale at all. But sales
leaders would be misguided by assuming that the “fix” to this issue is to get
their sellers to ask for the business on every sales call. The more accurate
interpretation of this finding is that in more than half of sales opportunities,
salespeople haven’t earned the right to do so.

Conclusion

Having demonstrated deep knowledge and expertise with the customer, top
sellers turn their attention to ways in which they can establish trust and
thereby overcome the agency dilemma that is endemic to the customer-
salesperson dynamic. While average sellers have grown up believing (or
being taught) that they should never admit that a customer doesn’t need
everything they think they do, that a competitor’s product might be a better



fit, that certain capabilities aren’t quite ready for prime time, or that they just
don’t know the answer to one of the customer’s questions, high performers
do the exact opposite.

In the next chapter, we will consider how JOLT is a recipe not just for
improving win rates but for building long-term customer loyalty for the
organization.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Beyond Win Rates: JOLT-ing Customer
Loyalty

S ales leaders are increasingly pushed by their CEOs and executive peers

to deliver healthy, profitable growth, not just a focus on customer
acquisition at all costs. For the business, the goal isn’t just to convert sales.
It’s to build long-term customer loyalty. While this begins with the initial
conversion, those wins either become amplified through continued purchases,
increased spend, and positive word-of-mouth or they become customers who
churn out, feeling burned by their experience and sure to share their negative
sentiment with others.

This book is full of examples and ideas sellers can use to JOLT past buyer
indecision and win more deals now. But this isn’t just a story about
improving win rates. It’s also a story about improving the customer
experience, setting up the rest of the organization for ongoing and sustainable
success. For example, we detailed in chapter 3 how high performers
recognize the maximizer tendencies of highly indecisive customers and aim
to set realistic, “believable impact” expectations, especially early on in
relationships. This is an important sales behavior that eases the decision
process, builds trust, and softens buyer uncertainty around outcomes. But it is
also important to other people across the enterprise whose job it is to care for
and expand a new customer relationship over time. Think about the account
manager or customer success manager who is tasked with maintaining and
renewing that relationship. Or the customer support and service reps who are



asked to address post-sale issues and reset expectations that may have been
mis-set during the sales process.

The Four Flavors of Customer Loyalty

Walt Disney once remarked, “Whatever you do, do it well. Do it so well that
when people see you do it, they will want to come back and see you do it
again, and they will want to bring others and show them how well you do
what you do.” It’s a great way to describe what loyalty is all about: products,
brands, and experiences so differentiated and compelling that customers
happily buy them, demand more of them, and encourage others to become
customers too.

A few years ago, our research team developed a framework to explain
how to think about the drivers of customer loyalty (see Figure 8.1).
According to our research, loyalty has two dimensions. On the one hand,
there is the “stickiness of the product or brand,” ranging from low to high.
This is about how embedded the product is in the customer’s life or business
and how difficult it might be for a competitor to dislodge or displace you as
the preferred supplier. On the other axis is the “effort of the experience,” also
ranging from low to high.
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FIGURE 8.1: Four flavors of loyalty

Readers will intuitively understand product and brand stickiness. Some
products are so compelling and differentiated—because of how advanced or
sophisticated they are, how well designed they are, how cool they are, or
maybe just how inexpensive they are—that we gravitate toward them. And
other products and brands are the opposite, so we are constantly on the hunt
for something better.

The vertical axis, “Effort of the Experience,” draws from research in The
Effortless Experience: Conquering the New Battleground for Customer
Loyalty.[l] The crux of this research is that, when it comes to the post-sale
experience, excessive friction and unwanted effort can create customer
disloyalty. Effort can come from a whole host of things: confusing marketing
messaging and pricing information, hard-to-install and hard-to-use products,
and clunky customer service interactions. The research clearly shows that
customers who have low-effort experiences are far more likely to renew their
relationships with companies, much more likely to spend more, and much



less likely to spread negative word of mouth about brands. Low-effort
experiences are also far cheaper for companies to deliver since ease translates
not only into less work for the customer but also less work for companies.
Easy experiences don’t translate into unnecessary break/fix requests, repeat
contacts, long service calls, expensive truck rolls, and so on.

Obviously, the best place to be is in the upper right, where companies
deliver compelling, differentiated, and sticky product and brand experiences
and deliver a low-effort customer experience. Only a handful of companies
and products fit here. For many consumers, Apple devices or Amazon Prime
are perfect examples—they’re incredibly sticky products that offer great
value propositions and are remarkably easy to use, even when things go
wrong. Despite continual price increases, most customers barely think twice
before paying significant premiums for Apple products or re-upping their
Prime subscriptions regardless of the price increases Amazon continually
applies.

And, of course, the place to avoid, in the lower left, is the “death zone,”
where companies deliver difficult, high-effort experiences and offer an
undifferentiated, uncompelling product or brand experience. This is the lose-
lose box of loyalty where customers experience high amounts of effort but
see no reason to stick with a brand. For one cable company we worked with,
we heard a customer spend fifteen minutes explaining to a rep that he’d
already spent roughly twelve hours combined trying to fix the issue he was
having with his wireless router. He spent hours on the company’s website. He
went to the router manufacturer’s website. He went to YouTube and various
online support communities. He had called a half dozen times over the course
of three days reexplaining his story every single time he called. “You guys
are WASTING my time,” he screamed, and then went on to threaten
canceling, moving to a competitor (a competitor, he noted, that offers the
same internet speed for less per month), and telling everybody he knows not
to do business with the company. That’s what the lose-lose box feels like and,
unfortunately, we can all think of a handful of companies that fit in that zone.

While there are notable examples of companies in the upper right and
lower left, the reality is that most companies fall into the other two zones,



which are more nuanced. The upper left quadrant—Ilow effort with low brand
stickiness—is one we call “forgivable” because it represents those companies
that earn customer loyalty strictly because they’re easy to work with, not
because they make or deliver anything of any particular value. Your
neighborhood grocery store might be a good example. Other stores may offer
a better selection, better prices, and so on, but if it’s 5 p.m. on a busy
workday and you need a quick, nearby dinner option, the local grocery store
almost always wins out. For others, their bank or credit card company might
fit the bill. There are probably better options out there—banks or cards that
offer lower rates and more perks, more appealing branches or slicker mobile
apps—but yours is good enough and it’s not really worth the time to switch.

The bottom right quadrant we call “bearable,” which is for products that
are hard to use but are nevertheless compelling and sticky. Some might
consider, as an example, an expensive luxury car that, despite being a
headache to maintain, is really fun to drive, so the customer puts up with it.
Or maybe it’s your local coffee shop that has spotty Wi-Fi and surly baristas
but makes the best coffee around. In some cases, companies that fall into this
zone have “captive loyalty” relationships with their customers. Despite the
high level of effort these types of brands deliver within the customer
experience, customers still feel relatively captive because switching is just
too costly or annoying. Think about the airline you normally choose when
you travel. When you’re a few flights away from earning the next loyalty tier,
you will probably put up with a few extra flight cancelations, inefficient
boarding processes, or unhelpful customer service calls. Or maybe your cable
company fits here: you feel like you overpay for slower internet speed and
fewer channels than what the competition offers, but you can’t bear the
thought of switching, dealing with another installation appointment, and
returning your old equipment. You are, in every sense of the word, “stuck”
with these companies.

But what does any of this have to do with sales and with the JOLT
research, in particular?



Winning Now, Losing Later

Sales organizations—perhaps more than any other part of an enterprise—are
extremely outcome-driven. Leaders, managers, and sellers are typically
incentivized to max out quotas and hit numbers within defined periods of
time. Given that, salespeople might be quick to dismiss the idea of building
long-term loyalty as “somebody else’s problem.”

But what happens if indecision exists (and remember, it exists in at least
moderate to high levels in 87 percent of sales opportunities), and the seller
does not employ JOLT behaviors but is nevertheless able to wrestle the deal
across the line? As we have discussed at several points across this book,
indecision—even if it is overcome during the sales process—can linger long
after the contract is signed. This phenomenon—when people reevaluate their
decision dfter it’s been made—is what psychologists refer to as “post-
decision dysfunction.” “Indecisive individuals,” writes researcher Eric
Rassin, “may worry about several topics even after they have come to a
decision. For example, they may wonder whether their choice was the best
possible one. Alternatively, they may worry about their decision-making
strategy: Did they do it the right way? Did they take all of the necessary steps
in the decision process?”’[2]

Rassin talks about three types of post-decision dysfunction: worrying,
checking, and decision instability..3! These are all relatively straightforward
and very typical in situations in which a customer doesn’t feel confident in
their decision—perhaps because they felt rushed at the end or they remain
uncertain about how to enact the change or that there’s something about the
offer that doesn’t sit right with them—but they make a decision anyway.
When that happens, you can bet that customer still feels a high amount of
effort, and one of the obvious outcomes is to start fretting about whether they
made the right call or made a mistake. In his own research, Rassin and his
colleagues found a significant correlation between a person’s indecisiveness
and their tendency to worry about a decision after having made it.[4!

Beyond simply worrying about whether they made the right decision,
some customers will take the extra step to start checking their decision-



making work. This is when customers go back and do more research about
options, dafter the decision has been made. They start consulting more
reviews, they look through other vendors’ websites, and even consult subject
matter experts and purchasing consultants—despite the fact that they’ve
already signed an agreement to move forward with a company’s offering.
The fact that indecision leads to checking one’s work has been documented
in a wide range of studies, including Randy Frost and Kenneth Sher’s study
of why certain students recheck their answers and take longer to turn in their
exams than others. Their conclusion: dysfunctional post-decision behavior
rooted in indecisiveness was to blame.L5]

The final behavior associated with post-decision dysfunction is decision
instability. This is, quite literally, when a customer changes their mind and
chooses a different option from the one they originally selected. As Rassin
explains, “Individuals who are indecisive may be less convinced of the
justness of their conclusion and may therefore tend to alter it if faced with
new information.”6l Salespeople are very familiar with this tendency.
Customers who express hesitancy and who need to be wrestled across the
finish line are often the same customers who later recant their decisions—
invoking cancellation clauses and asking to be let out of their agreements.

How JOLT Reduces Customer Effort and Post-decision
Dysfunction

As part of our study, we were able to measure the specific relationship
between customer effort and sales win rates (see sidebar “How We Measure
Customer Effort”). Though win rates will differ slightly based on context and
situation, it’s clear that increased effort makes a seller’s job much more
difficult in converting sales (see Figure 8.2).
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FIGURE 8.2: Win rate range by level of customer effort

HOW WE MEASURE CUSTOMER EFFORT

R few years ago, the research team at Tethr developed a way to measure the
level of effort a customer perceives in a service interaction based on the raw
conversational data (e.g, a recorded phome call, chat interaction, or email
exchange). Based on more than ten years of research on the drivers of customer
loyalty, the Tethr Effort Index (TEI) is a deep-learning model comprising more
than 280 variables that effectively predicts what customers would answer on a
Customer Effort Score survey question (i.e., “How easy was it for you to get
your problem resolved?”).

Tethr research indicates a strong correlation between TEI scores and other
predictors of customer loyalty such as Net Promoter Scores and Customer



Satisfaction. In our research, we found that TEI also proved to be a strong
predictor of sales win rates.

When buyers perceive high levels of effort, sellers will have difficulty
attaining even average levels of performance. Moderate levels of effort can
still pull win rates as low as 9 percent. But, when sellers are able to keep
effort levels low, win rates range between 40 percent and 90 percent. The
evidence is clear that high levels of effort and friction hurt conversion
potential. What’s more, the approach practiced by most sellers—attempting
to relitigate the status quo when the customer shows signs of indecision—
actually increases customer effort (see Figure 8.3).
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FIGURE 8.3: Effort impact of relitigating the status quo

Relitigating the status quo after intent is established only heightens current
fears—by wallowing in that pain, isolating decision makers, or scaring
buyers about inaction—and fails to address growing personal concern around
post-purchase chaos. In contrast, JOLT is a way for sellers to work with their



customers, addressing the fears that are driving their indecision. Our data
clearly shows that as sellers increase their use of JOLT behaviors, customer
effort levels decline precipitously (see Figure 8.4).

Why does using JOLT make the sales experience easier? Recall that what
buyers fear most is their own personal role in taking action. Now, imagine the
relief that a buyer—guarding against repeating past mistakes, asking for
extensive amounts of information—feels when the salesperson shuts down
unproductive explorations, or the clarity that a personal recommendation can
provide, or the protection one feels when offered a small but meaningful
safety net that helps de-risk the decision. Pain reduction is a very personal
activity. It is perhaps the most human of things a sales rep does. High-
performing sales reps use JOLT as a way to reduce buyer-perceived pain and,
in so doing, lessen customer effort that can lead to future disloyalty and
churn.
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FIGURE 8.4: Impact of JOLT behaviors on customer effort

As individual behaviors are broken down and examined within the lens of
customer effort, it also seems clear that sellers are rewarded for at least
trying. Even regrettable behaviors we’d normally associate with



underperformance, such as misdiagnosis or expressing confusion, seem to be
only mildly annoying to the customer when compared with other behaviors
we’d associate with unhelpfulness. JOLT behaviors like setting expectations
are especially powerful both in overcoming indecision and in reducing effort.
This may speak to the fact that buyers expect some degree of effort but are
especially turned off by unexpected effort.

Conclusion

For the seller, it’s difficult enough to get any buyer, gripped by indecision, to
transact. As we’ve demonstrated at length throughout this book, JOLT is the
best way to win more business in the face of customer indecision,
representing a hugely important new playbook for salespeople, sales
managers, and sales leaders. The way most sellers handle indecision—
relitigating the status quo—backfires, in large part because it actually
increases customer effort. This experience then leads to post-decision
dysfunction, which can have a widespread, negative downstream impact. And
that’s a problem that spans far beyond the sales organization. JOLT-ing
customers past indecision reduces customer effort, enriches the customer
experience, and significantly improves the odds of building long-term, loyal
customer relationships.

This brings to a close our discussion of the JOLT method—what it is, why
it works, and what it looks like when deployed by salespeople. Across the
remainder of the book, we’ll take a deeper dive on some of the enablement
questions that leaders will have about the approach as they think about how
to embed it within their organizations—starting with how to size the
indecision problem for a sales organization and assess the level of JOLT
capability across the sales team.



CHAPTER NINE

How Much Is Indecision Costing You?

I f you’ve read this far in the book, it’s probably safe to assume you

recognize indecision as a problem—whether for you personally, for your
sales team, or for your company. But what you probably don’t yet know is
the size and scope of the problem and whether to invest the time, energy, and
resources to fix it. In this chapter, we’ll introduce some practical approaches
to assessing the impact that customer indecision has on an organization, both
at the aggregate level and at the individual seller level.

Sizing the Indecision Problem for a Sales Organization

Before we talk about how to assess reps, it makes sense to think about how a
sales organization can determine whether it has a customer indecision
problem at all. For some sales leaders, they’ll just know it in their gut—that
more deals than they’d like end up slipping, or perhaps that a higher
percentage of deals than what is acceptable end up going radio silent. But for
those unwilling to make this assessment on instinct, there are multiple data
sources that can be used to scope and size the indecision problem a company
may be grappling with.

Perhaps the most obvious choice is CRM data. When using this, it makes
sense for leaders to first establish what is an acceptable “lost to inaction” rate
for their company. In our study, the average percentage of deals lost to “no
decision” was anywhere between 40 percent and 60 percent, depending on



the organization. This represents an undeniable and significant deadweight
productivity loss for the average sales organization. Objectively, we feel the
number should be significantly lower than that for a high-performing sales
organization. But, the dynamics of every industry and every market are
different. One sales leader we interviewed in the B2B SaaS market, for
instance, said that theirs is a tightly defined market and that, over the years,
they’ve sold to every company in their prospect pool. So, almost by
definition, they have a huge percentage of deals lost to inaction every year.
“I’d kill for a 40 percent percent ‘no decision’ rate,” he told us. “For us, it’s
more realistic to shoot for bringing the rate below 60 percent since it’s an
order of magnitude higher than that today.”

The other consideration in establishing a “hard deck” for deals lost to
indecision is establishing sales cycle times by deal type and customer
segment. Large deals sold to enterprise or government customers will
invariably take longer to close than smaller deals sold into the mid-market or
SMB segment. Similarly, products and services sold to individual buyers will
vary in sales cycle depending on price, contract length, and other factors.
Figuring this out is critical so that sales leaders know what the “age out” date
is on deals—that is, the point beyond which deals can be considered stuck.

One other way that CRM data can be leveraged to assess the overall
indecision rate is by looking at interaction frequency. Research by Challenger
has shown that healthy deals show a higher velocity of interactions between
customers and sellers—that is, when emails and calls happen at a greater
frequency, it’s a signal of deals nearing closure, whereas deals that have
interactions happening at wider and wider gaps as time progresses are more
likely to end up lost or in no-decision-land.l1]

Once a benchmark is established within the sales organization, managers
need to understand the performance distribution across their sellers. Like
anything—tenure, conversion rate, bookings, deal profitability, and so on—
leaders will likely find a normal distribution of performance. Some sellers
will have a far higher rate of deals lost to inaction and some will have far
lower rates, but the majority will cluster in the middle. As we’ll discuss more
in the chapter on coaching, the tendency of most sales managers will be to



focus their coaching energy on the tails—those with the highest rates of deals
lost to inaction (because they represent a huge productivity loss for the
organization) and those with the lowest percentage of deals lost to inaction
(because these reps remind managers of themselves). But, research by CEB
(now Gartner) showed that coaching is most effective when targeted at the
middle of the sales force: “Left to their own devices, sales managers often
skew their coaching efforts toward the tails . . . [But] the real payoff from
good coaching lies among the middle 60 percent—your core performers. For
this group, the best-quality coaching can improve performance by up to 19
percent.”2]

One final thought on assessing the organizational impact of indecision is
that companies should establish this as an ongoing metric in their quarterly
business reviews. Only looking at win rates to determine what and who is
selling effectively can be misleading since it lumps together two types of loss
that have inherently different root causes. Deals that are lost because the
customer says no—whether, for instance, the product isn’t a great fit, a
competitor has offered a more compelling proposal, or the buying committee
couldn’t reach consensus—is a fundamentally different problem to solve than
deals in which the customer says yes but still doesn’t buy. More often than
not, this is a sign that sellers have failed to bridge the gap between intent and
action. This is not a product-market fit problem, a value proposition problem,
an insight or messaging problem, or even a problem of failing to execute the
company’s established sales process. It’s a seller skill problem. Namely, it’s
an inability of sellers to effectively overcome customer indecision. Put
simply, treating lost deals as all the same creates serious blind spots for
managers, which can then lead to a misdeployment of scarce resources as
well as manager time—and, ultimately, a failure to solve the real problem.

Once companies have established their own baseline and wrapped their
heads around the nature of the size and scope of the indecision problem their
organization is grappling with, the next step is to understand how indecision
affects sellers at an individual level.



Assessing Individual Sellers’ JOLT Skills

As we will discuss in the final chapter, sales organizations should tune their
sales hiring criteria to start screening for JOLT-ready reps. But what about
the existing sales team? How can leaders assess the capabilities of their
individual sellers to understand their performance profile as it relates to JOLT
skills in order to identify areas for improvement? Clearly, the answer lies in
being able to assess our sellers—but how do we do that effectively?

Throughout the rest of this chapter, we’ll explore three different
approaches companies can use to get a handle on the current level of JOLT
skills among their salespeople, ranging from low-tech to high-tech: manual
call auditing, customer surveys, and conversation intelligence. Each can be a
viable approach to assessing JOLT skills, although each has pros and cons,
which we’ll discuss in more detail in the coming pages.

Taking a Manual Approach to Sizing the Indecision
Problem

Today, the default approach to assessing seller skills is frontline sales
managers sitting in on sales calls or listening to recorded calls by their reps to
understand what they’re doing well and where they can improve. In large-
scale inbound call centers, this task is usually owned by a quality assurance
team that will audit a sample of calls from each rep each month—with scores
feeding not just rep performance evaluations but also development plans and
manager-rep coaching sessions.

On our website, www.jolteffect.com, we’ve provided a sample call-
auditing tool that managers can use to score a rep on their use of JOLT
techniques on an individual sales call or with a specific opportunity. While
manual call auditing certainly has the lowest start-up cost (since it requires no
additional technology investment), it is also the most labor-intensive, and one
of the hardest to get right. Over the years, we’ve worked with numerous
companies to overhaul their current call-auditing processes and have seen a
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variety of mistakes companies make that can undermine the benefits of such
an approach.

First, there is the small sample size nature of call auditing. In a large-scale
inbound sales call center, the industry standard for call auditing is usually 1
percent of total call volume. In an outbound sales organization, this
percentage tends to be higher (since the call volume is much lower), but it’s
still typically a small percentage of all the sales calls an individual rep will
conduct. Furthermore, it’s rare that a manager will audit all of the
conversations across a given sales pursuit. In companies where sales cycles
are measured in months or longer, a manager might sit in on or audit only a
small fraction of all the interactions pertaining to a specific deal. Since small
samples are obviously less representative of overall performance than large
samples, there’s a much higher probability that manual audits surface false
negatives and false positives—that is to say, small sample size audits run a
much higher risk of incorrectly diagnosing a rep as being either lacking in a
certain skill area or demonstrating strength in a certain skill area. Obviously,
a way to control for this is by increasing the sample size, though this
approach quickly runs into management bandwidth constraints, which is why,
in large-scale inside sales groups, companies often look to use a dedicated
team, typically quality assurance (QA), to do the auditing work.

Second, many manual call-auditing efforts end up being based on criteria
that are binary or rote, meaning managers start looking for specific phrases or
utterances being used rather than broader competencies being demonstrated.
This leaves little room for interpretation by reps who would otherwise prefer
to tailor their approach to a specific customer or situation. This is a
particularly acute problem in large-scale call centers where QA teams are
auditing hundreds or even thousands of calls a year and calls need to be
assessed quickly in a “tick box” manner or the work won’t get done. Best
companies equip their call auditors (whether frontline sales managers or QA)
not with scorecards that ask whether a certain skill was demonstrated but
with competency-based scorecards that ask auditors to specify the level at
which a certain skill was demonstrated, from novice to expert or mastery
level.



Third, manual call auditing is typically an exercise in which managers are
looking for a whole host of things for reps to demonstrate—not just JOLT
skills but other skills they’ve been trained in as well as customer, product, or
industry knowledge. Additionally, sales managers or QA teams are often
asked to listen for compliance issues or customer feedback on new products
and offers as well as competitive mentions. Going through a call while
simultaneously listening for so many different things obviously increases the
risk that something will be glossed over or missed entirely. For this reason,
many companies with large-scale call centers will split up their QA teams
into those auditing calls for skill and competency demonstration and others
auditing calls for things like compliance, competitive mentions, and market
feedback.

Any company relying on a manual call-auditing approach needs to
seriously consider how they are addressing these issues lest the effort—and
the investment made—end up being for naught. Failing to address these
issues obviously blunts the impact of coaching that would stem from such
efforts but also runs the risk of disengaging reps who may come to see the
process as unfairly arbitrary and penal (given small samples or binary scoring
criteria) or simply not helpful to improve their craft and drive better results.

Using Structured Customer Feedback to Size the Impact
of Indecision

In most large-scale sales call centers, QA scoring is coupled with post-call
survey feedback to round out the performance picture. Similarly, outbound
sales organizations will often rely on win-loss surveys and interviews to try
to learn not just why a customer chose to buy or not to buy but also what
impact the salesperson had on the outcome. In the same vein, a company can
(and should) supplement any manual call-auditing process with a voice-of-
customer approach, like a survey, to capture the customer’s assessment of
how the rep performed and perception of the overall experience.



When properly deployed, post-sales surveys and interviews can be a solid
tool for companies to better understand the impact that indecision may have
had on a specific deal. Like manual call auditing, surveys are not without
their own problems, however. Principal among them is the low response rates
they tend to earn from customers who are bombarded by surveys from all
suppliers. Like the sample size issues related to manual call auditing, small
sample size surveys also can lead to false positives and false negatives, which
can negate the intended development benefits of the approach.

Another shortcoming of surveys is that customers will often provide
quantitative feedback (i.e., they will answer questions that have simple
response scales, like “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”) but are typically
far less likely to provide detailed qualitative comments, leaving managers
scratching their heads as to why customers gave the scores they did. Here,
win-loss interviews can be a more valuable approach—although it is worth
noting that they are certainly more time-consuming and labor-intensive and
suffer from a different form of sample bias, in that most or all of the
respondents are wins rather than losses. Without detail from losses, it
becomes much more difficult to understand indecision.

Like call auditing, managers looking to use surveys or win-loss interviews
to understand the impact of indecision on an opportunity and to assess
sellers’ JOLT skills will find themselves jockeying for precious and scarce
real estate with others—in sales, product, marketing, and so on—who are
looking to use the survey as a vehicle to answer their own pressing questions.
The straightforward answer, simply adding more questions to the survey, is
not an option, typically, given the negative correlation between survey length
and response rates. The more questions companies add, the more likely
customers will bail out part of the way through rather than completing the
entire instrument.

Readers can download a set of survey or win-loss interview questions that
can be used in a post-sales setting from our website, www.jolteffect.com.
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Using Conversation Analytics to Gauge the Impact of
Indecision

For sales leaders and managers looking to improve the performance of their
sales teams, one of the most exciting developments has been the advent of
machine learning—based conversation intelligence. These platforms—which
include Tethr, the platform our team used to do the research for this book—
represent a step-function change in the way companies assess seller skills,
understand the experience they’re delivering to customers, and spot
opportunities for targeted coaching.

As described on page 5, a conversation intelligence platform takes
recorded sales conversations—whether from a web conferencing platform
like Zoom, Teams, or Webex, or any of the dozens of call recording
platforms used in inbound sales call centers—transcribes the audio into text
using automatic speech recognition software and then allows practitioners to
mine the data for insights. Given the shortcomings of manual call auditing
that we discussed earlier in this chapter, it comes as no surprise that there’s
been an explosion of interest in this new technology and its potential for
shedding light on what’s long been a dark data asset for companies. Once
companies can “listen at scale,” they can capture new insights not just into
the performance of their sales reps but into broader questions of customer
experience, sales effectiveness, marketing campaign and offer resonance,
product performance, and compliance risk, to name just a few. Recorded
sales conversations represent an incredibly rich data set for companies to tap,
allowing them to finally break free from traditional methods of customer
insight collection, such as surveys, which are increasingly characterized by
low response rates and thin verbatim.

Still, while the market has seen an explosion in the number of providers of
this technology and interest level is high among sales leaders, the attach rate
remains very low—according to the research firm Aberdeen, only 26 percent
of companies have adopted conversation intelligence. And from our own
research at Tethr, we estimate that nearly 80 percent of companies that have
deployed it also report that the investment failed to deliver its intended ROI.



In a series of more than one hundred in-depth conversations with early
adopters of this technology—spanning multiple industries—our team
identified a few pitfalls of conversation intelligence investments that
practitioners need to be mindful of before they head down this path:

e Difficulty extracting insights
¢ Inability to effectively action against insights
e Prohibitive total cost of ownership

For the remainder of this chapter, we’ll delve into each of these pitfalls in
detail and, in so doing, help companies avoid the missteps of their
predecessors and capture the intended benefits of their conversation
intelligence investments.

Difficulty Extracting Insights from Voice Data

By far, the most common complaint of early adopters is that it’s too hard to
get insights out of their conversation intelligence platform. This challenge
presents in many ways. First and foremost, users lament the fact that, using
their conversation intelligence solution, they can do little more than spot
keywords (e.g., looking for every time a rep uses the word “price” or a
customer mentions a specific competitor by name), which, even if captured
accurately, fails to—by itself—deliver real insight into where sales efforts are
breaking down and what companies can do to address it. Keywords, these
companies learn, provide little more than proxy insights, and without fully
understanding the context of the conversation, these proxies often prove
inaccurate and unreliable.

To get deeper insights out of transcribed calls, companies must use
“categories.” A category is a machine learning training set (also called a
“topic” by some vendors). Rather than simple keyword-spotting, a category is
a bucket of phrases or utterances that together describe a specific concept or
behavior. Think about, for instance, some of the seller skills we identified as



part of “taking risk off the table”—like managing expectations or providing
downside risk protection. Each of those seller behaviors can be demonstrated
in dozens or even hundreds of different ways by an individual salesperson. A
category is therefore a collection of all of the relevant phrases and utterances
that could indicate a rep is managing expectations or providing downside risk
protection to a customer.

Most conversation intelligence platforms come with a number of out-of-
the-box categories, although those tend to be simple customer sentiments
(e.g., frustration, confusion, price concerns) or rep behaviors (e.g.,
acknowledgment, probing questions)..3] At present, no platform would come
prebuilt with JOLT categories (aside from Tethr, which is the platform we
used to do the research for this book). That said, nearly any conversation
intelligence platform has the ability to build customized categories, and there
is no reason a company couldn’t invest the time and resources to add this to
their existing system. However, building entirely new categories can end up
being extremely resource-intensive, costly, and time-consuming. Companies
typically find that to do this sort of work, they need either to rely on their
own in-house data science capabilities or hire the vendor to do the work for
them, which can lead to expensive statements of work and professional
services fees (only to find that software vendors may not be optimally
positioned to find and construct sales behaviors found in conversation data).

Another reason early adopters have struggled to get actionable insights out
of conversation intelligence is because they rely too heavily on tonal
sentiment analysis. Sentiment is typically gauged in two different ways in a
conversation intelligence solution: tonal sentiment (whereby the system picks
up voice inflection patterns to determine a customer’s sentiment) and syntax-
based sentiment (whereby the system looks at the actual words being spoken
to determine a customer’s sentiment). While tonal sentiment has come a long
way and continues to improve as a technology, it tends to yield a high
percentage of false positives—for instance, believing a customer is angry
when, in fact, the customer is calling from a mobile device in a crowded
space and is just speaking loudly so that she can be heard. Additionally, many
syntax-based sentiment models rely on traditional keywords, which can often



lack the nuanced context necessary to recognize more complex emotions (an
important component in understanding how sellers handle different levels of
customer indecision).

Finally, companies have been frustrated by the fact that insights remain
trapped in their conversation intelligence platform, creating “insight
bottlenecks” in the organization. This happens in a few different ways. For
one, leaders will purchase a conversation intelligence platform for a sales-
specific use case (e.g., assessing and coaching reps on selling skills) but find
that the platform they purchased isn’t something that can easily be used by
other functions (e.g., product, customer experience, marketing) to address
their own insight needs because, ultimately, it is purpose-built for a single use
case. In the end, the sales department is forced to play the role of “insight
help desk” for the rest of the organization. A related issue is that companies
often find that the insights from their conversation intelligence solution are
hard to distribute to other platforms or systems (e.g., CRM, business
intelligence, and reporting tools), again trapping valuable insights inside the
sales organization rather than disseminating them for broad consumption
across the enterprise.

In an all-too-familiar refrain, one customer we interviewed told us, “We
still have one year left on our existing conversation intelligence contract, but
we decided to shut the platform off. At the end of the day, it was too much
work to get the platform to yield any kind of actionable insight that we could
confidently act upon.”

Inability to Effectively Action Against Insights

The second most frequently cited pitfall in our study was the inability to drive
action—or, more simply, to “move the needle’—on a company’s key
business priorities. Every company goes into a conversation intelligence
investment with a set of key objectives they are looking to deliver against for
their organization. In sales, these objectives might be lowering the percentage
of deals lost to inaction, improving rep adherence to the sales process,
boosting upsell and cross-sell effectiveness, and so on. Depending on the



functional area, of course, these objectives can vary. Marketers, for instance,
are focused on improving offer effectiveness and gaining competitive
intelligence, CX leaders are focused on eliminating customer journey
breakdowns and raising Net Promoter Scores, customer success is interested
in improving user adoption, and customer support is interested in reducing
effort and eliminating friction points from the post-sales service experience.
But while all companies we interviewed could crisply articulate the goals
they had going into their conversation intelligence investment, far fewer were
able to claim victory and point to demonstrable business improvements—
even for those organizations who were able to extract insight from the
platform to begin with.

In our analysis, we found two key reasons that companies struggle to
advance their business priorities when relying on conversation intelligence:
first, an overreliance on descriptive, surface-level insights and, second, the
lack of a robust customer engagement model that supports companies in
achieving the performance gains they’re looking for.

In order to truly drive action around insights, a vendor must help a
customer generate more than simple descriptive analytics (the “what”).
Instead, they must help their customers use analytics to understand the “why”
and the “how” behind the “what”—namely, why certain outcomes happen
and how to move them in a positive direction. For instance, if a company is
trying to move sales conversion higher, it’s not enough to know what
percentage of the time the rep is talking during the conversation or whether
reps are asking questions. Instead, it’s critical that companies understand—at
a deep level—the way in which specific language techniques, utterances,
offers, and so on, affect conversion rate. And they need to understand how
changes in these techniques will affect sales outcomes so that they can
consistently and predictably move the conversion rate in the right direction.
In practice, this means that companies need to look to their vendors to
provide not only insight into what’s being said to customers but also
predictive (correlation) and prescriptive (causal) modeling to guide the right
investments in tools, training, coaching, and other forms of sales enablement.
To use a simple analogy, if you’re finding puddles of water in your house,



it’s not enough to know that your roof is leaking. Without understanding
where and how the water is infiltrating the house—and how to stop it from
happening—you can only place buckets on the floor to collect the water. You
have no way to address the underlying problem.

Second, companies need help from their vendors to actually leverage the
insights coming out of conversation intelligence platforms to drive real
change. Companies we interviewed told us that their vendors were good at
helping them identify problems in their business—and, in some cases, even
helping them recognize the drivers behind the problems and potential
solutions—but far less effective at partnering with them to actually drive the
change. As one customer told us, “Our vendor only offered to help us drive
change with our insights if we paid for an engagement with their professional
services group. For cost reasons, we decided to go it alone and ended up
stepping on numerous avoidable land mines that derailed our improvement
efforts. It was like they had a secret road map for success but wouldn’t share
it with us unless we paid for it.”

In short, companies in the market for a conversation intelligence solution
need to guard against the high probability that they will be unable to drive
change with the insights they surface. Avoiding this problem requires that
insights are actionable (i.e., that they go beyond the descriptive and instead
get to predictive and prescriptive) and that the vendor provides a customer
engagement model designed to help companies actually make progress
against key objectives.

Prohibitive Total Cost of Ownership

The third and final issue cited by those companies who’ve adopted
conversation intelligence is the prohibitive total cost of ownership (TCO) that
the solution often entails. As one executive told us in our research, “I never
thought I’d say this, but at the end of the day, it was actually more cost-
effective for us to continue to have people listen to calls and look for insights
than to use our vendor’s analytics package. When we did the math and added
up the TCO, it was incredibly expensive.”



The TCO of most conversation intelligence platforms breaks down into
direct and indirect costs. On the direct side, there are costs related to call
ingestion (usually priced per minute) to cover transcription, processing, and
storage, as well as seat-based licenses for users. In some cases, typically for
premise-based systems, customers will often incur capital costs for hardware
and software they are required to buy (which will go through regular
replacement and upgrade cycles). These costs are typically laid out explicitly
in the vendor’s term sheet and contract.

What ends up catching customers by surprise, however, are the many
unforeseen costs related to making conversation intelligence work. For
instance, most customers find that to do anything more advanced than
descriptive analytics and keyword-spotting with prebuilt categories—for
example, tuning categories or building custom categories, adding
asynchronous metadata or doing predictive and prescriptive analytics—they
are forced to either hire their own team of data scientists or hire the vendor’s
professional services team. This can mean numerous, expensive statements of
work just to get insights out of the platform. And, if customers wish to ship
data to downstream applications (CRM, BI tools, enterprise data lakes, etc.),
they are often required to buy an extract license to get their data out of the
vendor’s servers. Many vendors will also charge a reprocessing fee for
running additional analyses on audio that’s already been processed (i.e., when
sales leaders want to go back to calls that have already been analyzed to look
for different things from what they looked for originally).

Beyond these costs, enterprise leaders in IT, analytics, and procurement
are often frustrated to find that their various internal business customers
(sales, customer support, customer success, marketing, CX, product, etc.) will
each buy a platform that is purpose-built for their needs (as most vendors in
this space specialize in analytics for a particular domain area). Not only does
this add cost and complexity to the organization, but each of these point
solutions will often require that customers pay to separately ingest and
process the same audio data into their respective platforms (i.e., the CMO
may be double-paying to process audio into his analytics platform since the
sales leader has already paid to process the same audio into the platform her



team uses). And beyond this, there are the less quantifiable but more
nefarious costs related to siloed operations—what happens when different
functions are listening to the same customer voice using different lenses of
measurement, for instance.

To get a real sense for both direct and indirect costs, companies need to
look beyond the term sheet to really understand the all-in costs of a
conversation intelligence solution. If a platform is not built with the
practitioner in mind—that is, if it is hard for a layperson to quickly and easily
turn unstructured voice data into structured data that can be analyzed and
studied—the costs can be well in excess of what the customer expected to
pay when making their initial investment. Further, if the platform is purpose-
built for a specific function or use case, companies will need to be prepared
to multiply the TCO several times over as different parts of the organization
invest in their own point solutions to analyze customer voice data.

Readers who are considering a conversation intelligence solution for their
organization can download a free buyer’s guide at go.tethr.com/buyers-
guide-to-voice-analytics.

Conclusion

Assessing JOLT for an organization happens on two levels—first, a company
must understand the size and scope of the indecision problem facing their
sales force and, second, individual sellers need to be assessed on JOLT skills
to spot areas for improvement and targeted coaching.

When assessing individual seller skills, companies can use a wide range of
approaches—from very low-tech (manual call auditing) to very high-tech
(conversation intelligence). Each approach has its advantages and
disadvantages to consider. In a world in which most companies are trying to
eliminate manual tasks and reduce their reliance on low-response-rate
surveys, conversation intelligence represents a breakthrough technology for
organizations looking to better understand their sales effectiveness and
customer experience. Unfortunately, the experience of early adopters hasn’t
instilled confidence in those companies still waiting to invest in this
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technology. Difficulty extracting insight from call data, challenges generating
real business improvements, and a typically steep TCO all represent real
obstacles standing in the way of conversation intelligence platforms
delivering on their intended benefits. Would-be buyers need to appreciate and
understand the challenges that companies encounter with conversation
intelligence investments so that they are savvy consumers of this promising
new technology.

In the next chapter, we’ll discuss how JOLT applies to different types of
sales environments.



CHAPTER TEN

Applying JOLT in Different Sales
Environments

As for any new study of sales effectiveness, it’s natural to ask how the

findings might apply to one type of sales organization versus another.
This chapter will examine where those differences may lie and how JOLT
may differ based on what you are selling and to whom you are selling.

Before we explore those differences, it’s worth noting the extensive
common ground we see in the data. All salespeople, in some form or another,
sell change. And their job is not just to influence and persuade but to
motivate customers to take action—to not only convince the customer that
the status quo is untenable, but that change is worth it and their fears about
change are solvable. While buyer decisions exist along a spectrum of
complexity—where some decisions are simple, less expensive, and purely
transactional whereas others are complex, quite expensive, and can involve
lots of strategic implications—there are certain common themes that emerged
from our analysis:

¢ Indecision represents one of the biggest drags on win rates irrespective of
what we sell or to whom we sell.

e Indecision is rampant and unavoidable—we can’t wish it away or
disqualify it all out of pipelines.

¢ Indecision appeared with the same frequency and degree in all of the
sales calls we studied. There was no sales model, company, or industry



that we could declare to be immune from it.

Consequently, as we examine the JOLT method, we see remarkable
consistency across industry, sales model, and purchase complexity. Customer
indecision is a universal human problem that all sellers must figure out how
to navigate.

Having said that, spotting indecision and the JOLT implementation
guidance for teams will differ from one sales setting to the next. The most
obvious differences lie in how the framework applies to different buyer types.
Sellers who sell simple, transactional products to individuals likely face a
different set of challenges than do sellers who sell more complex solutions to
large buying groups or companies. Across the rest of this chapter, we will
explain how JOLT should be applied in these different sales settings.

Inbound Sales Channels

Inbound sales has long been an important channel in consumer industries like
financial services, telecommunications, utilities, travel and leisure, insurance,
and retail—and the importance of this channel has only grown with the
decline in retail foot traffic brought on by the pandemic.

But inbound sales is not a channel unique to B2C. As companies across
B2B industries become more sophisticated in terms of what their customers
can purchase online themselves—placing not just simple product orders but
configuring and procuring sophisticated solutions like cloud computing
services—the inbound sales channel serves as a critical “second stop” on the
buyer’s journey, just like it does in B2C companies. As a result, B2B
organizations have become far more aggressive in moving their simple
transactional sales to online and inbound “inside sales” channels in recent
years. Doing so has allowed them to reduce cost-of-sale and refocus their
scarcest resource—experienced field sales reps—on selling more complex,
expensive, and difficult-to-sell solutions.



More often than not, by the time any sales rep is speaking to a buyer in
this channel, the customer has already done extensive research. They have
scoured online reviews, weeded through recommendations, consumed expert
reviews and analyst reports, and studied supplier websites to compare and
contrast features and benefits across different suppliers. Given how much
information is available at the customer’s fingertips and how easy vendors
have made it to purchase online, it’s actually a bit surprising just how many
buyers still decide to pick up the phone and call. One would have expected
that in this day and age, very few customers—especially those considering
simple product purchases—would actively decide to speak to a sales rep at
all. But inbound call volumes have stayed stubbornly persistent over the
years. In fact, there is some evidence those volumes have and will continue to
increase.

Why? Like our travel advisor story earlier in the book, the amount of
information available to customers often has the effect of overwhelming them
—making them feel not empowered but confused as to what they should do.

Time Is Money

The single most distinguishing factor to consider about sales opportunities in
this channel is that, very often, these calls are like an entire sales process
shrunk down into thirty to sixty minutes. Consequently, the first thing great
JOLT sellers do is make sure the inbound caller is in fact a viable buyer.
With so many avenues to conduct open and transparent prepurchase research,
let alone make the purchase on their own, the majority of inbound buyers
already want to buy at the point of that conversation. The very fact that
they’re calling is a sign of purchase intent. In our data, typically 60-75
percent of inbound sales calls or chats were with customers who expressed
clear intent to purchase right at the beginning of the conversation. From the
very first moments of the exchange, these buyers were sharing all the
homework they’d conducted, detailing comparisons already made, and asking
specific buying questions.



What about the remaining 25-40 percent? The answer to that question
provides a very important lesson to sellers in an inbound sales organization.
As we examined the interactions where intent to purchase was not there, we
found something surprising: the vast majority weren’t actually sales calls at
all. Instead, these were customers who had service requests but, for one
reason or another, wound up in the sales queue. We found that these
misdirected calls happened for many reasons: some callers accidentally keyed
in the wrong number, some were former customers who were trying to track
down information (e.g., credits, tax information) but were no longer able to
authenticate through the automated system, and others selected the sales
queue because they knew from prior experience that the company answers
sales calls faster than service calls. Regardless of the reason, these service
contacts end up creating a significant drag on the overall productivity of an
inbound sales organization.

Perhaps not surprisingly, because these customers are not looking to buy
anything, these calls result in the lowest sales conversion rates of any of the
call types in our study, at only 16 percent. Not only do sales reps not sell very
much to customers looking only to get problems resolved, but the calls
themselves—while shorter than sales calls—are still time-consuming for
sellers. For a large company handling thousands of sales interactions a year,
this represents a massive opportunity to free up seller time and redeploy
resources.

High-performing JOLT sellers in inbound sales environments see their
time as a scarce resource. In our study, we found that these top performers
excelled at judging the level of customer indecision. They were far more
likely to suggest—typically within a minute or two—that the caller’s issue
would be better handled by a service representative so that they could get on
to the next call in the queue that, ideally, had a potential buyer on it.

Unlike their high-performing peers, average-performing sales reps spend
significant time trying to help customers looking to resolve service issues.
While their hearts are surely in the right place, the data suggests that they
would be better off sticking to sales and passing along service calls to the
right department. Salespeople who opt to try to resolve service issues rather



than pass them on quickly find themselves out of their depth. The percentage
of time sales reps are silent on service calls—an indicator that reps are
stumped by a customer request and unsure of how to proceed—is
significantly higher than what we see from them when they are dealing with
sales inquiries.

Companies we work with sometimes point to the concern that transferring
a customer to another department will only create more customer effort and
frustration, so better to have a sales rep try to address the issue than pass the
customer on to somebody else. But in research we conducted at CEB (now
Gartner), we found that one transfer can actually be a net positive when
positioned in the right way by the representative (“I want to get you to
somebody who I know can solve this problem for you”) and when the
transfer is “warm,” meaning that the sales rep stays on the line until the
service rep picks up the transferred call and explains the situation to her
colleague.

The bottom line is that judging indecision in inbound channels is about
reading signals sent early in the conversation and transferring service-
oriented asks in a warm and tactful manner. For callers who represent sales
opportunities, the vast majority are coming into the queue with purchase
intent already established. So the sales rep’s job is less about persuasion and
more about motivation to overcome whatever is driving their indecision.
And, if that weren’t challenging enough, the seller typically has less than an
hour to do so (and in some cases far less than that).

Guiding Inbound Callers to Make the Right Decisions

High-performing inbound sales reps—just as in other sales settings—
absolutely use personal recommendations to help buyers move past valuation
concerns. This is particularly important in an inbound sales environment
because the inbound sales rep typically has no way to rely on a previous
relationship—no bank of goodwill and trust. To be sure, many factors
influence buyer trust—the supplier brand, product demand, third-party
recommendations—but all of those are out of the seller’s control. This places



added pressure on limiting purchase exploration. The medium is constricting,
everything riding on the words conveyed here and now—no email to be
exchanged over the course of a few months, nor follow-on calls to set up.
Time is scarce, the clock ticking until the call or chat disconnects. Buyers are
always in a separate location, often with several web browser tabs up in front
of them. The seller is very often on a ledge all by themselves, without access
to subject matter experts or senior managers to help land deals. And it’s far
too tempting for hesitant shoppers to just hang up, think more on it, and
purchase later. High-performing JOLT sellers, knowing they have no second
chances, need to work especially hard to avoid damaging blind alleys. Taking
risk off the table also takes on a special nature when the buyer is considering
spending their own personal, hard-earned money, as is the case in many sales
to small business owners. It’s one thing to worry about making a poor
purchase for your company—after all, nobody wants to explain something
like that to their boss—but it’s another thing entirely when the money is
coming out of your own pocket.

There are plenty of times when the potential buyer asks for more time to
decide. In our study, average-performing inbound sales reps responded in one
of two ways. Either they would deploy a form of FUD, using scarcity or
price-driven urgency in an attempt to close the deal now (e.g., “Okay, but I
can’t guarantee this discount will last”) or they would defer entirely, quickly
accepting the offer to let the customer call back later. As we already know
from our earlier discussions, the attempts to scare customers into buying
rarely work, and even when they do, they result in customers quickly feeling
regret about their purchase and calling back to cancel. But the other approach
is no better, as the customer will rarely, if ever, actually make good on their
promise to call back later. Instead, they are just letting the rep off easy, so as
to not appear impolite when what they really mean to say is “no thanks.”

Knowing this, brands that sell in more transactional settings often hand
salespeople certain tools that allay risk. Money-back guarantees, try-before-
you-buy offers, free trial periods, and flexible payment terms put in the hands
of a salesperson can be a powerful mechanism for overcoming outcome
uncertainty. Usage of these tools remains a choice, however—one that too



many either misuse or underutilize while the best JOLT sellers deploy them
in a judicious and effective manner.

Now that we’ve discussed differences inbound sales reps face when
dealing with buyer indecision, let’s shift our focus to outbound channels.

Outbound Sales Channels

Millions of businesses rely on outbound channels to grow, and this remains
the dominant sales motion in most B2B organizations today. In the more
complex solution sales calls in our study, the majority of the calls were
between sellers and prospective customers (i.e., hunting), but we also
collected a significant number of calls that were with existing customers—
that is to say, from account management teams selling existing clients on
renewal and upsell or cross-sell offers (i.e., farming).

The primary distinguishing factor for outbound sales is, of course, that it
typically proceeds over the course of weeks, months, and quarters. Entire
committees of people get involved and participate as a team on many of the
calls across the purchase journey. Prices are generally much higher, contract
lengths are significantly longer, and purchases often must run the gauntlet of
approvals ranging from procurement to finance, information security,
compliance, and legal. Initial customer engagement typically begins far
before the salesperson gets involved. A curious decision maker may have
downloaded a few white papers and the marketing team works to keep that
potential lead warm through a series of targeted emails sent over the course
of a few months. Perhaps a technical user attended a webinar a few months
back and was added to the newsletter distribution list. Or maybe a handful of
key user buyers asked for a demo at a trade show and now have joined an
online discussion board that is actively monitored by the vendor’s demand-
generation team.

Marketing-qualified leads are commonly handed to teams of business
development reps (BDRs), who then work the phones and email to further
qualify interest and purchase intent. Of course, even if an outbound
salesperson has the luxury of a BDR team priming the market and booking



appointments for them, most still find themselves searching for buyers in all
sorts of places: social media, trade shows, industry events, or good old-
fashioned “dialing for dollars,” placing calls or sending emails in hopes of
catching the right person at the right time with the right offer.

Managing Indecision across the Long-Cycle Sale

Let’s imagine the stars align and a seller catches a potential buyer with real
need and interest. It’s not simply a conversation that ensues but rather, an
entire process. When considering indecision, this is no small fact. If a
customer is indecisive, their indecision will reveal itself across the entire
sales process—not just on the first sales visit, nor only on the last, but
everywhere in between: in emails, voice mails, texts, Slack messages, and
more. Whereas in small business decisions, the buyer might worry about
spending too much of their own paycheck on a purchase, buyers in larger
businesses fear the wrong decision can end their paycheck altogether. That
dynamic will differ based on specific products and services being sold, but in
many cases, the old adage that “Nobody ever got fired buying from IBM”
still applies. That is to say, customers will often select the safe choice from
the proven supplier even if a lesser-known vendor is offering a far better
option. The reason is that, in complex solution sales, people get fired for
making poor, negligent, and ill-informed purchase decisions.

The most extreme versions of this tend to dovetail with purchases
involving very long sales cycles. One company we work with, for instance,
sells heavy construction services (i.e., hospitals, stadiums, office buildings,
and other large-scale projects). There are thousands of decisions that need to
be made between the time the project is green-lit and a shovel is put in the
ground—and almost all of these decisions are risky and irreversible. For
instance, how big should the lab be in a new hospital? On the one hand, a
bigger lab would accommodate future growth and new equipment. But, on
the other, a bigger lab may mean a smaller emergency department or
maternity ward. Making the wrong decision means living with it for a long



period of time. You can imagine customers in this environment experiencing
significant valuation concerns and outcome uncertainty.

Those who sell services face a particularly difficult environment, where
indecision takes on even thornier forms. In professional services, for instance,
a partner is both “salesperson” and the product itself since it’s their expertise
and experience the client is looking to buy. And that expertise may help the
seller when offering their recommendation. But these sellers are also often
only part-time sellers, which, of course, reduces the number of repetitions
any one salesperson might get in dealing with customer indecision. It may
also impact buyer concerns of the agency dilemma problem we discussed at
length in chapter 7. On the one hand, if the service relies in part on advice
known but not yet given, it’s the very definition of an agent withholding key
information, increasing buyer desire to conduct more prepurchase research to
confirm principal assumptions; on the other hand, the seller’s level of
expertise should also help limit unnecessary exploration and increase buyer
comfort with ambiguity.

A hallmark of high-performing solution sellers is that they don’t “chase
garbage trucks.” Instead, as discussed in chapter 3, they aggressively
disqualify bad-fit opportunities from their pipelines in order to free up time to
concentrate on those deals that have a real chance of converting. JOLT sellers
go beyond the traditional qualification criteria relating to size, authority,
budget, timing, or “fit.”

Knowing just how badly high levels of indecision kill deals, JOLT sellers
actively monitor for cold feet and aren’t afraid to cut bait based purely on
signs of customer indecision. This is still only a small percentage of deals (as
discussed earlier, perhaps at most 10—15 percent of potential buyers), but the
premise is profound: this means a high performer choosing to walk away
from a buyer even if purchase intent is expressed. Most average-performing
sellers would kill for any buyer who goes so far as to say they want to buy the
vendor’s solution. But the JOLT seller, on gauging high levels of indecision,
justifies their time spend accordingly and knows that no amount of product
desire can overcome certain levels of buyer indecision. So, instead of
pursuing the opportunity with equal time and attention, they are more likely



to put it on the back burner or even kill for cause altogether. This is
especially important in complex, long-cycle sales. As one leader in the heavy
construction company we discussed earlier told us: “In our business, it can
take years to close a big deal. Spending that amount of time with an
indecisive customer that never closes can end a salesperson’s career here.”

Complex Selling Behaviors That Increase the Risk of
Inaction

This brings us to a second big difference in the outbound sales calls we
studied. As outlined previously, outbound selling happens in far more
settings than just web conference calls. This is why behaviors such as
limiting the exploration take on a different shape in these situations, as the
temptation to push boundaries and boil the ocean can be conveyed across
months of interactions and through several different communication
channels. And, when those live calls do occur—particularly in industries
involving any form of technology—the expectation is that some or most of
the agenda will be dedicated to a product demonstration: the dreaded demo
that buyers love to hate but can’t quite seem to quit. And when a seller goes
into demo mode, unfortunately too much of JOLT goes out the window.

Why? Well, first, a demo feels more like a presentation than a
conversation. Loath to interrupt the flow of a presentation, buyers voice
objections at lower rates. But unvoiced objections can translate to
unarticulated indecision, reducing instinct to engage in JOLT techniques.
This raises the stakes for the seller to actively listen for signs of implicit non-
acceptance that can signal indecision lurking below the surface. When we
studied demo-centric calls, we found that top sellers were far more likely than
average performers to stop their demos to gauge customer reaction to what
they’re being shown and dig more deeply if they spotted any signs of
hesitation, confusion, or uncertainty on the customer’s part.

It also turns out that salespeople selling more complex solutions are often
guilty of excessive probing and diagnosis. This can come at the expense of a



firm recommendation, where the seller decides to continually defer to
whatever the customer needs or wants rather than frame it out proactively. As
we’ve discussed at length, though, the buyer racked with indecision fears
action, not inaction. Throwing more diagnosis as a way to, in effect, sit on the
problem longer is not going to motivate action. The ineffectiveness of this
approach can be observed in outbound sales calls in several ways. For
instance, it’s common for average performers to exhibit probing behavior
more frequently than their high-performing counterparts. That doesn’t mean
high performers do not engage in needs diagnosis but instead suggests that
they see a time and place for it and avoid doing it excessively, particularly
when dealing with highly indecisive customers.

De-risking When an Opt-Out Isn’t an Option

Taking risk off the table for a buyer considering a complex solution is just as
important as anywhere else, if not more so. Buyers burned by past purchasing
mistakes tend to carry a lot of baggage for long periods of time. That baggage
comes through in seemingly endless requests for case studies, customer
references, and free pilots. While average performers look to fulfill these
requests with ROI calculators and whatever collateral they can get their hands
on, experienced JOLT sellers instead set clear guidelines during the purchase
process as well as realistic expectations about what comes after the purchase,
doing so on more than 60 percent of interactions.

The notion of offering downside protection in a complex solution sale
feels rather foreign to some sellers and even senior leaders. As we’ve shared
this research with outbound sales teams, the first reaction is to assume this
can’t be done as part of more complex purchases. The assumptions range
from reactions such as “Legal would never allow a money-back guarantee” to
“Finance would balk at a backout clause.” Still, whenever we raised this
question in interviews, experienced sellers start to recall methods they use to
de-risk purchase decisions. One common tool is to bolt on a services contract
to a product purchase. That feels very counterintuitive because, by definition,
adding services to a contract makes the purchase more expensive. You’d



think increasing the price tag would increase perceived risk, not decrease it.
But JOLT sellers recognize that indecision is rooted in fear of action.
Indecision can be a very lonely state for an executive who wants to buy,
knows the product is needed, and still can’t commit. Adding a services
element, whereby that supplier is now contractually obligated to be with the
buyer in lockstep across portions of the journey, can allay concerns of
outcome uncertainty and, ultimately, help the customer to not feel so alone in
the decision.

Conclusion

When we split out the outbound sales calls in our study, some interesting
differences arose relative to inbound sales channels. For example, salespeople
who are pitching more complex solutions to customers on an outbound basis
appeared to be more comfortable offering their personal recommendation, as
compared to their inbound sales peers. Outbound sellers exhibited this
behavior nearly 6075 percent of the time, versus around 40-50 percent for
inbound sellers.

But the differences we found tended to be limited to the relative frequency
of specific behaviors, not in their power when it comes to impacting win
rates. Why? Because, as we discussed earlier in this chapter, indecision isn’t
a problem in one go-to-market model or another, it’s a human problem.
Whether selling in a simple, inbound transactional setting or a complex, long-
cycle outbound setting, indecision is something that ensnares a huge number
of customers and therefore needs to be managed aggressively by every
salesperson, regardless of what they sell and to whom they sell.

In the next chapter, we’ll discuss how sales organizations can hire JOLT-
ready reps and develop their existing sellers’ JOLT skills through purpose-
built training and coaching.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Building the JOLT-Capable Sales Force

As in most other areas of a company, sales leaders can organize their

way out of certain problems. Top-tier opportunities can be handled
exclusively by the most tenured sellers. High-net-worth clients can be routed
to the best closers. Accounts with the greatest growth potential can be
managed by key account teams. Smaller, transactional purchases can be
handled by less-experienced teams. These are all problems that, with some
planning and thought, can be worked around by how jobs are designed,
territories are allocated, or hierarchies are placed.

But buyer indecision isn’t one of those things that has an easy org
structure solution.

As we’ve discussed throughout this book, indecision occurs in moderate
or high levels on 87 percent of sales calls. Leaders don’t have the luxury of
planning around it, and those who ignore it do so at their own peril. And the
evidence is very clear buyers need the human element that sellers bring to
push past their indecision. So, sales leaders looking to improve the ability of
their organizations to overcome customer indecision really only have two
options to pursue: hiring JOLT-ready reps or developing JOLT skills in their
existing sellers.

There’s a long-held temptation in sales leadership circles to assume great
salespeople are just born with their talent. Some have the “it” factor and some
don’t. We’ve certainly heard it voiced many times, having worked with sales
teams all over the world. This too was a very common question asked of us



after The Challenger Sale was published: “Are Challengers born or made?”
So, we expect many readers, having reached this point in the book, are
wondering the same about JOLT. Can you really replicate JOLT behavior, or
is just something that great sellers are born with?

Wondering about the “nature versus nurture” question is completely
understandable. Certain humans are born with athletic gifts or musical talent
or writing prowess that others can only really dream of. Sales has historically
been known to have some undetermined mix of art and science to it. Those
subscribing to the “nature” side of this argument might jump straight to
hiring, skipping over development on the assumption that it is just too hard or
unlikely to succeed. Of course, if hiring is already a need and planned
activity, it makes sense to target and screen for people more likely to have
JOLT skills. But hiring takes time and decisions are stalling now. Teams
can’t afford to wait—there is no getting around the hard work of training and
coaching existing reps on JOLT skills.

The good news is that JOLT skills are entirely observable and easier to
adopt than you might think. We know this in part due to a simple but
fundamental fact: people on sales teams right now are already demonstrating
JOLT behaviors. After all, if they weren’t, we wouldn’t have found them in
our data. We didn’t invent JOLT behaviors out of thin air. Instead, we
observed high-performing sellers across millions of interactions and many
different settings. Most sales leaders we talk to can immediately point out the
JOLT sellers on their teams—they’ve just never thought to look.

However, as we examine JOLT sellers, relative performance often differs
by behavior. For example, one sales rep may be world-class at limiting the
exploration but struggle a bit more—on a relative basis—with taking risk off
the table. Having studied frontline seller behavior for twenty years, we can
tell you this is a very common situation when measuring skills. Alternating
“skylines” fall into place, natural distributions form, and variation often
exists at the individual rep level. So even high performers can improve by
leaning harder and more often in certain directions. Until we studied sales
performance through the lens of buyer indecision, though, we didn’t have the



means or ability to codify what, specifically, the high performers were doing
in these situations. Nor could we understand why it was so necessary.

This last point is incredibly important. There’s a purpose and a mission to
JOLT behavior. If buyer fear is rooted in deep-seated biases against errors of
commission—worry about failure—then anything a rep does to deepen that
fear will backfire. As discussed earlier, indecision is solved only when the
sales rep properly manages perceived pain—enough to push past inaction, but
also enough JOLT to reduce fear of action. As we think about hiring for and
developing more JOLT behavior, this teaches us two things. First, the role of
seller is about far more than persuasion. The best JOLT sellers understand
their job shifts at some point from one of persuasion to one of motivation.
How the salesperson sees themselves and their role in pushing past indecision
will present itself clearly in interviews and observation. Second,
demonstrating JOLT behavior is as much a seller choice as anything else. Am
I increasing or reducing fear? It’s a choice made every day, on every deal,
and in every conversation. And this lens can be a useful way to evaluate
performance.

With that in mind, let’s examine in more detail how to approach hiring for
JOLT sellers and developing JOLT behaviors across the sales team.

Hiring JOLT Sellers

JOLT skills are no different from other things leaders might hire for, such as
business acumen, industry knowledge, or experience selling specific types of
products and services. All good hiring processes start with a job profile. But
recruiting teams must move from there to begin sourcing candidates and
targeting individuals. And trust that there won’t be many “I’m good at
overcoming indecision” entries on résumés or LinkedIn profiles. So how
should companies spot and screen for JOLT skills?

A good first place to start is by pressure testing assumptions about the job
profile itself and whether an organization is screening for the right skills and
experiences in candidates. In other words, looking at your current JOLT
sellers and trying to figure out what experiences or credentials they have in



common. But, a word of caution when doing this: hiring managers are
human, and trying to spot patterns in successful, JOLT-capable sellers— or
the opposite, those sellers who struggle to overcome indecision—can easily
lead to confirmation bias. Confirmation bias is the tendency people have to
look for or interpret facts in a way that supports a preexisting point of view.
This bias is ubiquitous in business, politics, and society in general. Consider,
for instance, the detective who believes a suspect is guilty and overweights
confirmatory evidence while ignoring contradictory evidence. Confirmation
bias can be particularly troublesome when it comes to creating recruiting
profiles. Not only can conventional wisdom (e.g., “The best sellers are clearly
those with prior sales experience” or “Those with industry experience are
best-suited to sell to our customers”) seep into hiring decisions, but more
nefarious types of bias can end up driving hiring preference, even if
subconsciously (e.g., “One gender is better at sales than another”). Hiring
managers need to be especially attuned to what their own preexisting biases
are and let the data speak for itself. Even then, we recommend that any
profiling effort serve only as an input into the selection process rather than a
hard-and-fast arbiter of who gets an interview (or offer) and who does not.

Early long lists of candidates should have some non-salespeople as
options. Where might those people be found? One company we work with
told us that they found their most JOLT-capable reps to be individuals with
customer success experience. “When we look at our assessment data, the
sellers with the greatest ability to overcome customer indecision seem to be
those who’ve worked in our customer success function or came to us with
some experience in that area from another organization. We think it’s a
function of the fact that these folks have the hard job of getting the customer
to adopt our product and embed it in their companies’ workflow, which is
ultimately about overcoming their fears about what might go wrong.”

It may be that the experience necessary to feel comfortable with JOLT
skills—to act as the buying agent for the customer—can come from many
different places. One might assume those with a more multidisciplinary
background are better positioned to judge indecision levels. Those in your
company most familiar with your products might be best positioned to



personalize a recommendation. Another sales leader in the software industry
told us she has seen an increasing trend to hire away customers and convert
those people to sellers. This was a head-scratcher for us until she explained
that “former customers are immediately seen as subject matter experts by
prospective customers. They’ve done the job of the person they’re selling to
and they have personally felt the fear of failure that arises right before a big
purchase like the one we’re selling.” In fact, lots of other professions require
motivating others to take action: consultants, teachers, lawyers, and
accountants, to name a few.

When considering those with sales experience, there is an added
advantage of using past sales performance as at least one indicator of selling
in high-indecision moments. After all, a low performer in other settings is not
the likeliest candidate to flip a switch and become your best JOLT seller. But
not all sales settings are created equal, and evaluating past experience in light
of buyer indecision can change how some are viewed. One study participant
told us that their assessment was more revealing in terms of patterns to avoid
than patterns to hire for: “Our analysis was most revealing in terms of how
previous sales experience could be a real swing factor. There are a couple of
players in our industry that are known for their hard-charging sales approach
and the folks we’ve hired from those organizations lose far more deals to ‘no
decision’ than reps who’ve come from other shops.”

Interviews remain the primary mechanism most managers use to narrow
down potential candidates and select finalists. At a minimum, those
interviews should aim to test for and discuss examples involving high buyer
indecision. Ask candidates to provide details around their typical approach
when a buyer appears to have gotten cold feet in late stages. Prompt them to
share stories—from their business or personal lives—about how they
motivated somebody else to take action even when that person was
indecisive. Or question how they would forecast a deal based on buyer
decision dysfunction (readers can download a sample JOLT interview guide
from our website, www.jolteffect.com).

But it is obviously difficult to mimic buyer emotion within an interview
setting. All things equal, better to perform more direct observation of the
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candidate’s ability and willingness to push past moments of indecision. That
type of observation used to be much more difficult than it is today. Many
sales interactions are recorded and can easily be shared. Privacy concerns
may prevent candidate ability to share past interactions with a hiring
manager. But interview processes should include simulated conversations or
role plays. Progressive organizations are recording those interviews and can
then analyze how those candidates handled various indecision situations.

Finalist candidates are commonly asked to complete a prehire survey or
diagnostic, testing for specific cognitive abilities or personality traits. Some
organizations deploy such assessments far earlier, used as an initial screen
before any interview requests are considered. Prehire assessments can be
valuable but often are overweighted toward intellectual capacity. Selection
decisions for JOLT sellers, however, need also to consider the candidate’s
emotional quotient. Great JOLT sellers are as conversant in fears as they are
in facts.

Now let’s consider how teams should approach developing JOLT
behaviors within their existing teams.

Developing JOLT Sellers

Behavior change of any sort is difficult. Our past experience can be an
inhibitor, especially when that experience has been informed by weeks or
months of sales training and years of observation, trial, and error. And, yes,
personality can also influence seller instincts and impact willingness to
change. Take limiting the exploration as one example. Some reps may
instinctually worry an approach like cooperative overlapping feels rude
simply due to their cultural upbringing.

But jolting buyers out of their indecision is just as much about the choices
each sales rep makes every day—about how much of their effort is aimed at
increasing or reducing buyer fear. It’s not that the skills themselves will feel
all that foreign. We’re all human, after all, and most of us at various points in
our personal lives have offered up recommendations to a restaurant or a hit
show or any number of products. Any parent can tell you they have limited



their own kids’ explorations, shutting down lines of questioning before it
goes too far. Money-back guarantees and free trials are relatively common
offers meant to allay buyer hesitancy.

So, the base JOLT skills will not feel altogether foreign to most people.
But to the professional seller they very well might feel highly
counterinstinctual. Most teams will have far too many who rely only on
increasing buyer fear and overcoming the status quo. It’s the tool with which
they are most familiar and most comfortable using. That’s not an accident.
The instinct to relitigate the status quo—over and over again—has been
woven into selling orthodoxy for decades. And it is reinforced every day by
sales methodologies and training programs. Frontline sales managers also
play a large role in driving adherence to processes and practices aimed at
helping buyers succeed—supported by layers of ROI calculators, case
studies, value stories, and more—rather than helping them avoid failing. At
current course and speed, most average-performing salespeople will just keep
doing what they’ve been doing.

The good news is that adopting JOLT does not mean having to throw out
your existing sales methodology. No other methodology really addresses
overcoming indecision and a buyer’s fear of failure. So, if your team loses a
lot of deals to inaction, think of JOLT as a booster or overlay to your existing
sales methodology, whatever it might be. Adding in JOLT elements won’t be
duplicative to your current sales method, nor will it be disruptive to the
guidance and training already provided to teams. Instead, it becomes a new
tool in the seller’s toolset—one purpose-built for the part of the sale they’ve
never been taught exists, let alone taught to manage.

But what happens without that JOLT booster? The answer is you can
expect to continue losing too many would-be wins, even after you’ve been
selected as the supplier of choice. No sales methodology—no matter how
proven—really takes into account the effects of customer indecision. They
may deliver fantastic techniques for beating the status quo and showing the
customer how they will succeed by pursuing a new way forward, but they
overlook the fact that overcoming indecision is less about proving to the
customer that they will win than it is about convincing them they won’t lose.



What about the role sales managers play in modeling and coaching toward
behaviors known to drive success? These are individuals who have risen
through the ranks, been promoted, or were hired based in part on their own
ability to sell buyers on change. Just like the frontline team, some managers
will already be using JOLT skills with regularity. But also like the frontline
team—in part because not all of today’s sales managers are necessarily strong
on JOLT behaviors themselves—there will be plenty of managers who
instinctually reinforce a process with a heavy emphasis on overcoming the
status quo, dialing up the fear of not purchasing.

It is absolutely critical that sales managers understand why JOLT is so
necessary and that they work to drive adoption on an everyday basis. For one,
they are often those responsible for rolling up forecasts, best positioned to
pressure test levels of indecision early on in deals or observe rep ability in the
face of customer indecision. Managers are the last line of defense in ensuring
reps are considering decision-making dysfunction when deciding whether to
spend time on an opportunity or not. Unfortunately, too often managers will
default to spending any coaching time on their best or worst performers,
assuming that this is the area from which they can squeeze out the most
incremental performance improvement. But indecision will be most vexing
and damaging for average performers, who can develop blinders and “happy
ears,” getting too excited about a buyer who walks in the door seemingly
ready to buy. It’s up to the sales manager, where appropriate, to tap the
brakes and pressure test these deals (see www.jolteffect.com for a
downloadable set of JOLT coaching questions). Frontline managers also
possess the altitude and are often given the authority to get creative on deal
terms that may take risk off of the table.

Technology can help managers observe behavior at scale and measure
varying levels of JOLT behavior across their teams. One team member may
struggle in particular with judging a customer’s level of indecision, while
another may need more help offering recommendations. Recognizing those
differences and tailoring coaching accordingly will help reps make the right
choices to JOLT in their next conversation or sales interaction.
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Team huddles can help identify new ways of limiting buyer exploration or
de-risking decisions. How teams are organized can also speed up idea
sharing. For example, T-Mobile finds it useful to organize customer account
teams with cross-functional expertise, aligned by city but assigned with a
defined set of accounts.[ll But other sales organizations set up regular
manager-to-manager idea sessions where coaches can share ideas and
observations. Such platforms will undoubtedly help team members ideate
new examples of how the best sellers JOLT their way past customer
indecision.

Conclusion

Customer indecision cannot be avoided. So, sales leaders must find a way to
grow team capability to overcome buyer fear of failure and adopt more JOLT
skills. Acquiring those skills via new hires is a viable option, though one that
takes time to accomplish and comes with its own set of pitfalls. The vast
majority of improvement will come from developing existing sellers, though
doing so will require counteracting long-held instincts and assumptions put in
place by years of conventional sales training and coaching.
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