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Read by the
Machine
Why the Decision About Who Gets Considered Is No Longer Being Made by 
People

A practical introduction for professional services firms to the filter now sitting in front of every 

high-value selection process, and to the price already being paid by firms that haven’t noticed.
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1. The Default That No Longer Works

For most of my career, the playbook in professional services barely changed. Get the meeting. 
Show well. Get the referral. Handle the first impression and let the work speak for itself.

I’ve spent thirty-five years perfecting that sequence. I’d still recommend most of it. It’s just no 
longer the beginning of anything.

Picture it in ordinary scenes. A general counsel lining up outside counsel for a regulatory matter. 
A CFO choosing an audit partner for a private equity-backed portfolio company. A private client 
deciding who to trust with a generational transfer. People still sign the engagement letter. Yet 
before any of them speaks to a firm, something else has already happened. A narrowing. A quiet 
sort. A shortlist that forms without ceremony and without notifying anyone it excluded.

That narrowing used to look like a colleague’s nudge, a directory listing, a bar association page. 
Now it’s mechanical, and it runs on evidence.
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A buyer, and often an associate acting for the buyer, asks a large language model something like, 
“Who are the strongest firms handling SEC enforcement defense for mid-market broker-dealers, 
and what distinguishes each one?” Or, “Which regional accounting firms have deep experience 
with ASC 842 implementation for manufacturing clients?” No clean database of firms sits behind 
the reply. The model answers from what it has taken in about each firm. Published work. How 
specific the positioning is. Whether the practice areas line up across sources. How often and how 
substantively the firm turns up in adjacent material. Then it squeezes all of that into a paragraph. 
It ranks. It recommends.

Nobody voted on this arrangement. It’s what happened while the profession was busy debating 
whether to allow AI into the drafting process.

And then people use the output. Sometimes the buyer. Sometimes procurement, building a panel. 
Sometimes  a  second  AI  agent  doing  deeper  research  on  whichever  firms  the  first  system 
surfaced. Most of the time, the firm being judged never finds out any of it occurred.

Meanwhile the money keeps flowing to what used to be enough.

• Business development run out of a partner’s calendar and a set of long-standing 
relationships.

• Thought leadership shipped on a cadence rather than a logic.

• Websites built for brand impression rather than machine interpretation.

• The quiet belief that being excellent at the work is, on its own, proof that the firm is 
excellent.

That last one is a hope with a letterhead.

I’ve helped build every one of those, and I’d defend most of them. They aren’t wrong. They’re 
incomplete now, and incompleteness is a lot harder to see than error, which is exactly why nobody 
catches it.

The older model assumes a buyer will find the firm, read the firm, and form an opinion of the firm. 
The sequence breaks at step one. A machine is doing the finding on the buyer’s behalf, and 
deciding what the firm appears to be before anyone clicks anything.

Entry 13 in the research library puts a number on the part you never get to watch. Gartner’s work 
suggests B2B buyers spend roughly 17 percent of their total purchase time meeting suppliers, 
and far less than that with any single firm. Whatever does the narrowing is doing it in the other 83 
percent, in a room you’re not in, working from a version of your firm you didn’t write. An entire 
industry got built on that number. It has started to move, and it moves against the firm, because 
buyers now arrive sooner and arrive already carrying a description nobody at the firm wrote.

So the question has shifted. It used to be whether you look credible when the prospect lands on 
you. Now it’s whether you’re legible to the system that decides what the prospect ever sees.
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That’s an interpretation problem dressed up as a marketing problem. More content won’t solve it. 
Better SEO won’t solve it. A refreshed brand identity will just make it more expensive.

2. The Shift Nobody Is Pricing In

Most of professional services has decided AI is mainly a productivity layer. A faster memo. A 
cheaper conflict check. A leaner back office.

Comfortable frame. Wrong event.

Calling this a productivity story is like calling the printing press a faster way to copy Bibles.  
Technically accurate. Completely beside the point.

What’s being rebuilt is the interpretation layer between a firm and its market. For about thirty years 
that  layer  was  search  engines,  referral  networks,  and  human  judgment.  Search  indexed. 
Networks vouched. Partners decided. The stack is being replaced while most firms are budgeting 
as though it’s being upgraded.

Language models now sit inside almost every high-value selection process, whether the decision-
maker would describe it  that way or not. They pre-screen before anyone reaches out. They 
compress positioning, expertise,  and track record into a paragraph. They compare firms on 
inferred traits. They answer the prospect’s first sensitive question without the firm ever hearing 
the question was asked.

This is happening now, at scale, in parallel, day after day, and the output of those interactions is 
being trained into the next generation of models. Filing it under things to watch is already a year  
late.

Three consequences follow. None of them is cosmetic.

Expertise Gets Inferred Before It Gets Claimed

A firm can call itself specialized, differentiated, category-leading. Adjectives carry no weight with 
the machine. It goes hunting for the evidence that would have to exist if the claims were true.

Which is inconvenient, because every firm in your market is claiming to be different using the 
same six words. At some point that stops being positioning and becomes group participation.

Four  signals  carry  weight.  Consistent  positioning  across  the  firm’s  own published  material. 
Precise statements of the problems the firm handles, meaning named industries, matter types, 
regulatory settings. Alignment between what the firm says about itself and what third parties say 
about it. A dense body of substantive public thinking tied to the firm’s name and to identifiable  
professionals.
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When those four line up, the machine treats the firm as a credible exemplar of its category. When 
they don’t, it reads the firm as a generalist and ranks it accordingly, or drops it for someone whose 
public record is cleaner.

Entry 15 works through the research behind this, including Semrush’s 2026 analysis of 126 million 
U.S. AI search prompts, which found that a firm’s AI-facing story gets assembled mostly from 
sources the firm doesn’t own. Reviews. Trade commentary. Independent publishers. Blended and 
reissued as the description of the brand.

Semrush sells AI-visibility software, which is worth knowing when a Semrush study reports that 
AI visibility is a problem. The finding holds up, and section five is going to ask firms to hold 
themselves to the same standard.

The firms most exposed here are the ones that invested heavily in brand language and lightly in 
structured substance. The websites sound wonderful. The evidence doesn’t lock together. We 
spent a decade building beautiful brochures for an audience that had stopped reading brochures, 
and now the thing doing the reading can’t find one specific fact to hold onto. Given no reason to 
rank them, the machine doesn’t.

The Old Question Was Whether Buyers Could Find You

The new one is tougher. Once the machine sorts every firm in the market around this buyer’s 
specific problem, do you appear in the sort, and if you do, which version of you shows up?

Different question, different mechanics. Visibility tactics assume a person at the other end of the 
query. Sorting assumes a machine. Structured positioning, consistent framing, signal density, 
domain coherence. Those are the inputs now, and they’re not what most firms spent the last 
decade improving.

Invisibility Compounds

Whatever is illegible to the current generation of models also becomes illegible to the training data 
those models are generating right now for the next generation. Absence compounds by the 
quarter. Generic output compounds by the quarter. Competitors who happen to be structurally 
legible are being reinforced without knowing it. Competitors who aren’t are being quietly written 
out.

Firms aren’t being ignored. They’re being filtered. The filter is silent, it runs continuously, and it  
learns.

That’s the shift nobody has put into a budget line, a strategic plan, or a technology roadmap. 
Calling it  a  channel  change or a tooling change understates it  badly.  What  changed is  the 
mechanism that decides whether your firm exists inside the set of options a buyer ever sees.
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3. What Non-Consideration Costs

It’s tempting to file this under long-horizon risk. Most firms are already living with it. They just don’t 
see it under a heading labeled AI.

It shows up as inbound inquiries from prospects who arrive half-decided, repeating language 
nobody at the firm wrote. As fewer discovery conversations that resemble discovery and more 
that resemble ratification or rejection. As RFP invitations that never came, for work the firm would 
historically have been a natural fit for, with no obvious reason it was missed. As a widening gap 
between how the firm describes itself and how the market describes it back. As a pipeline leaning 
harder every quarter on a handful of partner relationships, because the ambient flow has thinned.

Entry 16 explains why the borrowed language is so hard to correct once it lands. Forty years of 
trust-in-automation research points to an asymmetry every marketer should find unsettling. The 
machine’s version of your firm reads as neutral, because nobody paid it to say anything. Your 
correction reads like sales.

You’re arguing with a source the room believes has no agenda, while you’re the one standing 
there holding an invoice.

Those are symptoms of non-consideration, and non-consideration isn’t the same failure as losing.

If you lose a beauty contest, at least you were in the contest. Here the invitation list gets written 
without you. Different failure. Different fix.

The Cost You Can't Put in a Report

Lost engagements are the visible half. The expensive half is the whole category of engagements 
that never entered the pipeline at all, and therefore never appeared anywhere as a loss.

Try building a slide for revenue that never showed up. You can’t, which is why the conversation 
never happens and the problem never gets a budget. Every firm has a partner who can recite the 
last three deals they lost. Not one of them can name a deal they were never invited to, and that’s 
the number that’s growing.

Reputational cost moves slower and does deeper damage. When machines describe a firm 
inconsistently, the market comes to understand the firm inconsistently. Referral partners hesitate. 
The in-house counsel and CFOs who used to default to you now pause and compare. The firm’s 
story stops being carried by the market and starts requiring constant manual reinforcement from 
inside the building.

Operational cost is what partners feel first, though they usually call it something else. When 
ambient consideration thins, the burden of pipeline shifts back onto the most expensive people in 
the firm,  the ones whose hours  are  worth  the most  doing the work  rather  than chasing it. 
Dependence on a few rainmakers increases. Exposure to any one of them leaving increases. The 
firm becomes more willing to take engagements it would have declined three years ago.



Read by the Machine

Beyond the Pitch   ·   7

Which means the growth plan is now three people and their address books, and at least one of 
them has started using the word retirement in sentences.

4. Waiting Is a Position

Plenty of firms have looked at all this and chosen to wait. Wait for the technology to settle. Wait 
for a clearer playbook. Wait for a peer firm to go first. Wait for the price to come down.

I’ve given a version of that advice myself. Let the dust settle, then move deliberately. It’s good 
counsel in a market that holds still.

This one doesn’t.

Waiting assumes the position you hold today will still be there when you’re ready to claim it. In a 
market where interpretation gets rewritten daily by systems training on whatever evidence exists, 
that  assumption  breaks  on  contact.  Firms  that  are  structurally  legible  right  now  are  being 
reinforced right now. Firms that aren’t are being deprioritized, and nobody is deciding to do it. The 
absence of a decision is doing it.

There’s no neutral ground. Every quarter a firm delays becoming interpretable is a quarter its 
competitors become more interpretable by default.

Waiting is a decision. It just doesn’t require anybody to sign anything, which is most of its appeal.

The Three Ways Delay Shows Up

When firms wait, three failures show up, and they repeat across verticals.

First is pipeline erosion hidden behind existing relationships. Strong partner relationships can 
mask years of thinning ambient consideration. Revenue holds. The numbers look defensible. 
Underneath, the firm has started living off a fixed asset while the renewable one quietly stopped 
renewing. That surfaces the quarter a major relationship retires, and by then the correction takes 
years. I’ve watched a firm work this out in a partner meeting, and I can tell you nobody in the room 
called it a marketing problem.

Second is reputational drift. The machine-generated descriptions grow a little less accurate, a 
little less specific, a little less flattering, one small shift at a time. Nobody catches it, because 
nobody at the firm has ever read one. Then a prospect arrives carrying a version of the firm the 
partners  don’t  recognize,  and  the  meeting  becomes  a  correction  session  instead  of  a 
conversation.

Third is succession exposure, and it’s the expensive one. Partners who carry the pipeline on 
personal relationships eventually retire or leave. A firm that spent those years without building 
ambient  consideration  discovers  there’s  nothing  underneath  the  relationships  once  the 
relationships go. That failure surfaces in a valuation discussion rather than a marketing review, 
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which is exactly why marketing is never warned it’s coming. Valuation problems don’t respond to 
a website refresh.

None of the three announces itself. Each becomes visible at roughly the point where it stops being 
cheap to fix.

What Delay Buys and What It Doesn't

Delay does defer the visible cost of acting. Framework work, infrastructure, deployment. Those 
expenses are real, and postponing them postpones them.

Delay does nothing to the invisible cost. Position erodes. Reputation drifts. Ambient consideration 
thins. The accrual schedule doesn’t care whether the firm approved a budget.

Here’s the uncomfortable half. The cost of acting is visible, budgeted, and arguable. The cost of 
not acting is none of those things, and it arrives anyway.

Waiting can be legitimate. It’s a real option, and it deserves serious weighing rather than urgency 
theater. It should be decided out loud, though, by people who understand the trade. Most firms 
aren’t deciding. They’re defaulting. From the inside those feel identical, and on a balance sheet 
five years out they don’t.

5. Buying a Tool Makes It Worse

Once the diagnosis lands, the sensible instinct is to go buy something.

Hire an agency that uses AI. Subscribe to a platform that generates articles. License a marketing 
suite promising intelligent automation. Bolt an AI layer onto the website. Something. Anything.

It’s also the most expensive move available right now, and it’s the one most firms are making. I’ve 
recommended  versions  of  it  myself.  Client  has  a  visibility  problem,  so  buy  something  that 
produces volume. That reflex is what a career in marketing installs in you, and it misfires now for 
a reason it took me longer to see than it should have.

The reason is structural. Generic AI, meaning AI that hasn’t been handed a firm-specific logic to 
execute, produces text that’s fluent and substantively indistinguishable from what every other firm 
is publishing. It averages. It smooths. It defaults to the framing that appears most often in its 
training data, which is the framing every one of your competitors is also producing.

Recall  what  the  machine  reading  a  firm  weighs.  Consistent  positioning.  Specific  problems 
addressed. Coherence between internal and external descriptions. Dense substantive thinking 
tied to the firm and its professionals. Generic AI damages all four at once.

You’re paying a monthly fee to become harder to tell apart.
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What Happens When a Firm Turns It On

An accounting firm publishes twenty AI-generated articles on revenue recognition in a quarter and 
its legibility gets worse. Twenty pieces nobody asked for, on a topic four hundred other firms 
covered that same quarter, written in the voice of the statistical average of all of them. What the 
firm has done is pour a bucket of sameness into its own evidence base, diluting whatever specific 
expertise its professionals hold. The machine sorting the space now has less reason to distinguish 
that firm than it had before the campaign started.

A law firm adds a website chatbot trained on generic legal content. A prospect arrives with a 
sensitive first question about a regulatory exposure, a commercial dispute, a succession matter, 
and gets an answer that could have come from any other firm’s chatbot. The prospect draws the 
obvious conclusion, which is that nobody’s home. The firm never learns the exchange happened.

An  advisory  practice  automates  outreach  with  AI-generated  sequences  and  successfully 
increases the speed at which its name reaches the trash folder.

Three firms, three invoices, three degraded signals. The spend was real. The result was negative. 
That’s a harder post-mortem than a campaign that merely underperformed, because there’s 
nothing to point at.

The Problem Is Unframed AI

AI does what it’s told. Told nothing, it returns the statistical average of everything it has read. Told 
what the firm believes, how it frames problems, what sequence it moves a prospect through, and 
what it refuses to say, it produces work that coheres with the firm’s position and compounds the 
firm’s signal over time.

Same model both times. What changed was whether anyone handed it a logic to carry out.

AI without a logic layer acts as an accelerant on whatever incoherence the firm already has.  
Which is why the first move isn’t a tool. Without the framework underneath it, every dollar spent 
on automation amplifies the exact problem it was bought to solve, only faster and at greater 
volume.

6. The First Step Is Smaller Than You Think

There’s a response to this, and it has a shape. I’ll name it here without pretending the full version 
fits into the last pages of an introduction.

Professional services buyers decide in a sequence. Relevance, then credibility, then proof, then 
safety, then access, each gate requiring a particular kind of evidence before the next one opens. 
Offer proof of expertise before credibility is established, or ask for commitment before trust is 
earned, and the sequence breaks. Usually in silence. The prospect just stops.
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Trust-Sequenced Marketing is the framework built on that observation. The useful accident is that 
the path a human buyer takes closely resembles what the machine is sorting for. A firm built 
around that sequence becomes legible twice, once to the model doing the filtering and once to 
the person who eventually reads whatever the model surfaced. That’s less coincidence than 
consequence. The systems sorting firms today were trained on human decision patterns.

What it takes to operationalize this, what it costs, and what stays permanently in human hands 
belongs in a second paper. This one has a narrower job.

Start With a Diagnostic

The first useful step isn’t signing an engagement, requesting a proposal, or booking a sales 
conversation. Each of those presumes the firm already knows what it needs, and almost no firm 
does right now, because nobody has ever measured this.

An interpretation audit is a structured review of how a firm currently appears to the machines 
sorting its market, measured against the four inputs those machines weigh. It produces a written 
assessment of where the firm stands on each input and what its interpretation signal looks like 
beside the competitors it names. It’s scoped and priced as a diagnostic because that’s what it is. 
Nothing rolls forward automatically.

A firm can read the audit and decide to do nothing, and still have bought something real. It now 
knows its position in a market it has never once formally assessed.

Entry 25 approaches the same audit from the research side, if you’d rather see the evidence 
before the invoice.

Make the first step the smallest one that yields the information required to take the next.

Disruption is the wrong word for what happened here. The market got reorganized. The work 
itself,  the counsel,  the judgment,  the execution, is worth more than it  has ever been. What 
changed is the layer that decides which firms get the chance to demonstrate it.

That layer is reading right now. The only question is whether it has anything specific to read.

Where the Proof Lives

This paper argues. It doesn’t prove. Each claim above rests on published research, documented 
in the Decision Architecture Research Library rather than repeated here.

• Entry 01 · Bounded Rationality and the Failure of “Economic Man.” Why buyers satisfice 
instead of comparing the field, and why a shortlist forms long before a rational evaluation 
could finish.

• Entry 02 · Heuristics and Cognitive Biases. The shortcuts a buyer uses to narrow the field, 
and what they reward.
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• Entry 13 · Customer Journey, Buyer Journey, and Touchpoint Sequencing. The 83 percent 
of the purchase that happens without the firm present. Source of the Gartner figure above.

• Entry 14 · Professional Services Buying and High-Stakes B2B Decisions. The committee, 
the career risk, and how high-stakes professional services choices get made in practice.

• Entry 15 · AI-Mediated Discovery. The mechanics of machine interpretation, the Semrush 
AI Visibility Index, the GEO research, and the readiness gap in Gartner’s 2026 CMO Spend 
Survey.

• Entry 16 · Trust in Automation and Human-AI Decision Making. Why buyers extend more 
trust to the machine’s description of your firm than to yours.

• Entry 25 · AI Readiness, AI Search, and Organizational Capability. The capability audit, 
from the research side.

Full citations, page ranges, and primary sources sit inside each entry.

◆

J.R. Worden · thedecisionsequence.com
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