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Questions this paper answers 

• How can we help a buyer explain choosing us to colleagues who do not know us? 

• Why might a technically strong offer still feel difficult to defend internally? 

• How do we equip skeptical committee members as well as our champion? 

• How can we address internal concerns without asking a buyer to reject their professional circle? 

 

Definition.  There are choices you make alone, in the quiet, accountable to nobody but 

yourself. Most decisions that matter at work do not arrive like that. They get made by 

people who will later be asked, sometimes gently and sometimes not, to explain 

themselves to a boss, a board, partners, a spouse, peers. This line of research asks what 

changes once a decision picks up an audience. With witnesses in the room, the choice 

attaches itself to identity, to reputation, to rank. Without much fanfare, the real question 

slides sideways. It stops being only "what's best?" and becomes "can I defend this?" 

Decision Architecture names that pressure social risk, and it can weigh as heavily as 

money. 

 

The Question at the Elevator 

The pitch had gone well. Questions answered, numbers holding up, heads nodding in the right 
places. Then the buyer walked me out, waited for the elevator, and asked the real question, the one 
that never gets asked at the conference table. 

"Help me out. How do I explain choosing you to people who've never heard of you?" 

Notice what he wasn't asking. Not whether we could do the work; he'd spent ninety minutes 
satisfying himself on that. He was asking for vocabulary. He needed the sentence he'd say in the 
hallway when a colleague raised an eyebrow, the line for the board packet, the answer for the golf 
partner who'd ask why he didn't just use the name everyone knows. He was asking what hiring us 
would say about him, and whether he could live with the answer. 
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I gave him a mediocre response that day, something about our track record, which was me 
answering the conference-table question one more time at the elevator. It took losing a few of 
these to understand that the elevator question is its own discipline, with its own science, and that 
the pitch had answered every question except the one that decided it. 

 

 

A Decision Is a Statement of Who You Are 

Start with Henri Tajfel and John Turner. Social identity theory argues that a large piece of the self is 
borrowed from groups, the ones we claim and the ones that claim us. Membership brings self-
respect, and it brings rules, spoken and unspoken, about how not to lose face. Seen through that 
lens, choosing is never purely technical. Picking what your professional circle esteems does more 
than solve a problem, it confirms where you belong. 

Erving Goffman reached a similar point by watching everyday life up close. In The Presentation of 
Self in Everyday Life, he treats social interaction as staged, each person tending to the impression 
they leave with the people who matter. A high-stakes choice fits right into that performance. The 
buyer isn't just selecting an answer, they're arranging how they will appear once the answer is 
known. Defensibility, in Goffman's vocabulary, is impression management built into the decision. 

My elevator buyer was doing exactly this, out loud, which buyers almost never do. He was staging 
the scene where his choice becomes public, and asking me to help write his part. 

We Bend Evidence to Protect Our Standing 

The influence runs deeper than people like to confess, right into the way "facts" get handled. Dan 
Kahan's work on cultural cognition shows that acceptance of evidence often tracks group identity 
as much as it tracks truth. He called the pattern identity-protective cognition. People lean toward 
what preserves standing, and they grow skeptical of what would make them look disloyal or foolish 
inside their tribe. For a buyer, that means even solid proof can bounce off, not because it's flimsy. 
Agreeing with it carries a social price. Evidence doesn't arrive in empty space. It arrives in front of 
imagined faces. 

Having to Justify Changes How You Decide 

Philip Tetlock mapped what happens when decision-makers know they will have to account for 
themselves later. He calls that accountability, and his findings split in a way that feels 
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uncomfortably true. If you expect scrutiny from an audience whose preferences you can't predict, 
you often think harder, check yourself, work to be fair. But if you already know what the audience 
wants, the pull is different. You start edging toward the answer that will be received well, even 
when it isn't the strongest answer. Accountability powers defensibility. Depending on whose 
approval is on the line, it can tighten judgment or quietly bend it. 

Irving Janis captured the group version of this in his work on groupthink. When a tight group feels 
pressure to align, dissent gets treated as a problem to eliminate. Consensus becomes the prize, 
and the result can be a unanimous decision that is worse than what a freer argument would have 
produced. In a committee or board setting, the safest option can win simply because disagreement 
feels expensive. The decision becomes easy to defend to the group before it's necessarily right for 
the situation. 

Why This Belongs in Decision Architecture 

A previous entry made the point that professional services decisions often turn into defensibility 
decisions, then left the deeper mechanics for later. This is the missing machinery. The buyer is not 
only evaluating whether the firm is good. They are weighing whether they can carry the choice into 
the rooms where they must answer for it. So risk is never only financial. It is personal, because 
identity is involved, reputational, because standing can be lost, and political, because the decision 
must survive other people. A safe option can beat a better one for reasons unrelated to the work 
and completely tied to the audience. 

That reality leads to a plain instruction for how to engage. If someone has to defend the pick, the 
firm's task is not merely persuasion, it is preparation. The board-ready story, the evidence that can 
take cross-examination, the outside validation that lets an internal champion say more than "trust 
me", these are not accessories, they are part of the decision itself. Win over the individual and 
leave them exposed in front of their committee, and the job is unfinished. This is why borrowed 
trust, referrals, credentials, recognized authority, matters so much. It moves through doors the firm 
will never walk through. 

Artificial intelligence now walks into those rooms too, on both sides of the table. If a machine 
surfaces and supports an option, it often becomes simpler to justify. If the machine can't vouch for 
a firm, even excellence can be harder to stand behind. The subtler shift is that the tool is becoming 
part of the rationale. Being able to say, "the research pointed this way, and the AI did too," may feel 
like shared cover. It doesn't transfer accountability away from the people making the decision. 
Defensibility meets automation bias here. A buyer might tilt toward what the system blesses, less 
because it's best than because it's easier to defend if things go wrong. People have always chosen 
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what they can justify. What is new is that justification now includes whether the machine would 
have agreed. 

The Marketing Read 

Every buyer is asking two questions, and most marketing only answers one. "Is this firm good?" gets 
the website, the deck, the case studies, the whole budget. "What does choosing this firm say about 
me?" gets silence, and it's the question that decides. 

So write the hallway sentence, deliberately, for every audience your buyer answers to. The line for 
the board packet. The answer for the colleague with the raised eyebrow. The sentence that starts 
"we went with them because..." and ends somewhere the buyer is proud to stand. This is different 
from your positioning statement, which is about you. The hallway sentence is about them, the kind 
of decision-maker this choice reveals them to be, and if your marketing has never once finished 
that sentence, your champion is improvising it at the elevator, the way I once watched a buyer beg 
me to write it for him and handed him a track record instead. 

Then sell inside the tribe, because Kahan's work gives us a reason to examine whether accepting 
an argument would threaten group standing. Applying that work to a buying committee is my 
interpretation, not a diagnosis of this buyer. Learn what your buyer's professional circle esteems, 
and frame the choice of you as an expression of those values rather than a defection from them. If 
their world prizes prudence, you're the rigorous choice that happens to be less known, never the 
bold bet. And when your proof contradicts the tribe's assumptions, deliver it through a messenger 
the tribe already claims, the peer, the association, the voice from inside, because the same fact 
changes teams when it changes speakers. 

Equip the skeptics on purpose, and here Tetlock offers a genuinely counterintuitive play: 
accountability can encourage more careful thinking under some conditions, including when the 
audience's views are not already known. That is a reason to prepare for real scrutiny, not a promise 
that pressure always improves judgment. So arm the whole committee, including the people 
leaning against you. The honest comparison document, the "questions to ask any firm like us" 
piece, the limitation stated before it's discovered. A decision that survived real scrutiny becomes 
armor for everyone who made it, and the firm that invited the scrutiny gets remembered as the one 
with nothing to hide. 

Check the machine-generated account if the buying group uses one. Correct inaccuracies with 
sources the champion can verify. An AI recommendation is something to examine, not a substitute 
for a defensible rationale. 
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What backfires: forcing the identity choice. Marketing that requires the buyer to admit their tribe 
has been wrong, that mocks the safe choice, that positions you as the option for people smarter 
than their colleagues, feels bold and reads, from inside the tribe, as an invitation to exile. Nobody 
defects for a vendor. 

The hard call: before your next pitch, write the one-sentence answer your buyer gives when a 
colleague asks "why them?" in the hallway. If you can't write it, they can't say it, and what can't be 
said in a hallway doesn't get bought in a boardroom. 
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