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Introduction: Twenty-Six
Floors

For most of my career | was hired by the firms that weren't
supposed to win.

That was almost always the e
assignment. A national wealth R toaliss sl
manager pushing into
territories where local firms EASIER TO FIND. HARDER TO CHOOSE.
had owned the relationships
for a generation. A boutique
asset manager stepping out
of the friends-and-family
chapter into the colder world
of institutional capital. The
client had to overcome the
odds.
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And yet, we won. Often enough that | stopped being surprised
when it worked.

What paid off was never glamorous, and it was harder to copy
than it looked. We built the strategy around how people decide,
then guided prospects toward a clear destination without
turning the whole thing into an all-about-us performance. My
clients rarely opened by declaring outperformance. They came
armed with what to say, when to say it, and why it mattered at
that moment.

They never outspent the competition. They out-engaged them.
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This book is written for the firms | used to be hired against, and
for the ones | used to be hired by, because the thing that
separated them has moved.

Start here.

Picture this. You're in an elevator heading down when a
decision-maker from a firm you'd love to work with steps on.
They smile, make small talk, and ask what you do. You've got
twenty-six floors and about thirty seconds.

Most professionals identify themselves as a service provider,
which is fine, and then dive straight into outcomes, results, and
pricing. If the executive doesn't jump out to take the stairs, they
start checking their watch. By the lobby you get the classic:
"Give me your card and we'll reach out." Which roughly
translates to "I'd rather chew aluminum foil than continue this
conversation."

Sound familiar?

I've been on both sides of that elevator, and it took me an long
time to understand what was taking place.

Consider the firms I've worked with. Asset managers, wealth
management firms, insurance shops, architecture, accounting,
consulting, and law firms. Different licenses, one product.
Every one of them sold trust, and every one of them was built
on an engine that earned it automatically. A geography. A
network. A track record. A name that opened doors. A
marketing edge.

Today, those engines are stalling. Some firms never had one
to begin with, which describes many of the first-time fund
managers, spin-out law practices, and sophisticated specialists
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who continue to struggle with an audience that has never
heard of them. Either way, the assignment is identical.

Regardless of industry, they all wanted to meet the challenge
with the same approach. They wanted a logo, a website, a
brochure, and an email list. Sadly, that approach rarely
worked.

Ok, let me back up

A word about where I'm standing, because it explains why a
book about buyers is focused on machines.

| started out in publishing. Database publishing. In the nineties,
| built a company whose business was taking information
nobody could use, structuring it so it could be found, and giving
the user 86 ways to find it. We created and produced printed
directories. The need for them was disappearing like an ice
cube in the desert. Luckily, we had the data. We sold the firm.

What killed that business was internet technology making the
information freely available, at which point something hard,
valuable, and defensible turned into a checkbox on a feature
list. The competition didn't have a name; it was technology. |
tell you this because I've had the experience of watching an
advantage evaporate on a schedule many could see coming
but few knew how to time. It's a history that made me a difficult
audience for anyone selling permanent advantage.

After that, | took the path of lease resistance, joining the capital
side of asset management in private equity. This is where |
learned what decisions look like when they must be defended
to others who weren't in the room.
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Following that, | had the great fortune of working with a leader
in the mutual fund space and learning investment marketing
from one of the smartest fund distribution leaders in the
industry. That led me through the next phase of my career,
including building and managing an investment marketing
business, leading a digital agency, and eventually becoming
someone people turned to when their marketing and
engagement stopped working.

The beginning

Early in my career, | was required to observe executive
committee meetings at a large pension manager. | dreaded
them. | considered them the equivalent of watching paint dry
while someone read the tax code aloud. However, in hindsight,
they were a masterclass in how decisions get made when the
vendor leaves the room. After brilliant pitches, | watched
providers get screened out faster than dating show
contestants. More usefully, | watched who won the
engagement. What | learned was that rarely did the selection
go to the most capable firm.

Later, running a marketing and business development agency,
| became the person evaluating provider materials: pitch
decks, websites, email campaigns, hundreds of them. Most of
what crossed my desk were missed opportunities wearing the
wrong clothes. Misaligned messaging, mismatched timing,
misplaced assumptions. It was like watching people assemble
IKEA furniture without the instructions. All the right
components, yet outcomes that were painful to observe.

The pattern? It took me longer to recognize than it should
have.
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Here’s what finally hit me. Most professional services
marketing is the same. Built to fail. Lead with results.
Showcase the team. Make the ask. All in one meeting.
Components that are true, often well produced, but the order of
execution completely backwards.

That was me too, for years. Looking back, | cringe about it the
way most people feel about their high school yearbook photo,
especially the part about asking for the order in every meeting.

What finally changed my mind was watching prospect
interactions move online. The evaluation process didn't just
relocate; it reorganized. The way firms got found changed. The
way their credibility got assessed changed. The way trust
formed changed. And the old approach? It broke trust at every
moment it needed to be building it.

Then something else happened, more recently and more
quietly, and it's the reason this book exists rather than the
version of it | would have written three years ago.

The first cut stopped being made by people.

Not the decision. People still sign the engagement letter, still sit
on the committee, still ask the question in the elevator. But the
narrowing that happens before any of that, the quiet filtering
that determines which firms a buyer ever sees and gets to
consider, has gone mechanical. It runs continuously, it runs on
evidence, and the firms it excludes are never told.

Which means the elevator question has changed. It used to be
whether you looked credible when a prospect landed on you.
Now it's whether you're visible to the thing that decides what
gets shown.
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This book is about both: what the machine reads, what the
buyer needs, and why the answer to both turns out to be the
same thing, arranged in the same order.

s the Book

Preface-Here

Six chapters, and they build.

e Chapter one is the sort: what the first cut looks like

now, who runs it, and what it costs a firm to be absent
from it.

e Chapter two is the sequence: the four things a
firm supplies, the five gates a buyer opens, and why the
order is a constraint rather than a suggestion. This is
the framework, and everything after it is application.

o Chapter three is the give: why the sequence can't
open with an ask, and how a shortlist assembles itself
months before anyone knows they're shopping.

e Chapter four is the machine: what it can read,
what it can't, and how much of what you've been sold
about being machine-readable turns out to be false. It's
the most deflationary chapter in the book.

e Chapter five is coherence: why fragmentation is
expensive, and why it's the one failure both people and
machines punish for the same reason.

e Chapter six is the field: how to tell your prospects
apart, and the order to reach themin.

I've included an appendix to serve as a reference. Blind spots,
biases, stage-by-stage plays. It's built to be consulted.
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A note on the research. The behavioral science underneath
this argument is documented in the Decision Architecture
Research Library, twenty-five entries with the primary sources
intact. | point to it throughout rather than reproducing it,
because a marketing book that pauses to summarize decades
of decision science is a marketing book nobody finishes.
Where a claim rests on published work, the entry is named.
Where a claim rests on what I've watched happen in a room, |
say that instead.

I've been doing this for thirty-five years. I've been wrong about
a lot of it, expensively and in public, and the mistakes turn out

to be more useful on the page than the wins. You'll find several
of them in here.

| hope you enjoy the read.

) Q0 W@ l-*'é’f@t-t
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1. Sorted Before You're Read

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

I'd still recommend most of it. It’s just no longer the beginning.

Picture it in ordinary scenes.
In-house counsel lining up
outside counsel for a
regulatory matter. A CFO
choosing an audit partner for a
private equity-backed portfolio
company. A family deciding
who to trust with a
generational transfer. People
still sign the engagement

letter.

Yet before any of them speak 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. The hospital board
seat used to be a marketing channel. Now it’s called
volunteering.

The sort is mechanical now, and it runs on evidence.

A buyer, or often an associate acting for the buyer, asks a
large language model something like: “Who are the strongest



B2B Marketing: Easier to Find. Harder to Choose.

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 Al into the
drafting process.

And then people use the output. Sometimes the buyer.
Sometimes procurement, building a panel. Sometimes a
second Al 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.

Volume 15 in our Decision Science Series documents this shift
as Al-mediated discovery, and the distinction matters. The
machine is not making the final decision. Buyers still validate
what it tells them through colleagues, specialists and people
they already trust. But it is increasingly handling the opening
stretch, surfacing firms, condensing their differences and
assembling the consideration set before the seller appears.
The system narrows the field. People make the call.

That should not comfort the firm that was excluded. Human
trust may still determine who wins, but the machine
increasingly determines who gets the opportunity to be trusted.

10
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Your Next Client Is Searching Right Now

Only one of you knows it.

Prospects research before they call. Referral sources validate
before they recommend. And Al tools now shape which firms
even seem relevant, credible, and specific enough to consider.
Today’s buyer decides in private, before you hear a word.

Distance gets closed on the page long before a call is
scheduled.

And the thing doing the closing isn’t reading your website.

It's reading the record. Your site summary and the bylined
piece in the trade press, the podcast transcript, the conference
bio, the association profile, the directory listing, the review, the
comment a former partner left under somebody else’s post four
years ago. All of it, instantly, weighted by rules you don’t get to
change.

Your website stopped being your homepage a while ago. It's
still where the authoritative version lives, and it matters more
than it used to. But you need to know, It's now just one node in
a record you don’t own.

The Money Still Goes Where It Always Went

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

Business development strategies run out of a partner’s
calendar, complete with a set of long-standing relationships.
Thought leadership shipped on a cadence rather than a logic.
Websites designed for brand impression rather than

11
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interpretation. And underneath all of it, the quiet belief that
being excellent, on its own, is proof that the firm is excellent.

That last one is a hope with a letterhead.

I've helped build every one of those, and | could defend most
of them. They aren’t wrong. They’re just becoming fragments
of an incomplete strategy. And incompleteness is much 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. The buyer is no longer in charge of the finding. It has
been delegated to technology. Today, a machine is doing it on
the behalf of the buyer, deciding what the firm appears to be
before anyone clicks anything.

A Faster Memo Is Not the Event

Most small to mid-sized professional services industries are
operating under the premise that Al is primarily 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 the last thirty years, that layer was search
engines, referral networks, and human judgment. Search
indexed. Networks vouched. Partners decided. Today, that

12
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entire stack is being replaced while most are budgeting as
though it's simply a modified upgrade.

The productivity story isn’t false, and that’s what makes it
dangerous. Al completely destroyed the cost of producing
marketing. The polished capabilities deck that used to take
weeks and a professional writer now requires about an hour.
The thoughtful email sequence that separated sophisticated
firms from lazy ones takes twenty minutes and a decent
prompt. The credible-sounding thought leadership piece that
projected deep expertise is available on demand, at scale, for
roughly nothing.

Adoption confirms what many leaders are sensing.
SurveyMonkey finds 88 percent of marketers using Al in their
day-to-day roles. CoSchedule, surveying just over a thousand
marketing professionals at the end of 2024, found 93 percent
watching new Al features get added to tools they already
owned, though only about 42 percent said most or all of their
tools had them. That means nearly every competitor can
embrace the same tools you can, and they’re embracing.

The first mover window everyone talked about? The firms that
took action did gain something. Better content, faster
execution, more personalized outreach.

13
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Less trust in the content, less trust in the internet carrying it

Who trusts Trust in the internet How much online content
Al-generated content is falling they think is real

35%

3in 4 41%

28%

But, that window is closing. When every competitor’'s Al
generates the same polished pitch in the same professional
register, addressing the same client pain points, you don’t get
a market full of better marketing. You get marketing noise
nobody can tell apart.

And buyers noticed before the marketers did.

Emplifi's April 2026 survey of more than 1,600 consumers in
the US and UK found only 35 percent of Americans and 28
percent of Britons trusting Al-generated content at all. Talker
Research, polling 2,000 US adults in March 2025, found three-
quarters trusting the internet less than they used to, with
respondents estimating that only 41 percent of what they
encounter online is both accurate and written by a person.

The academic work is sharper. Researchers at the Nuremberg
Institute for Market Decisions ran identical advertisements past

14
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representative samples of a thousand people each in the
United States, the United Kingdom, and Germany, changing
exactly one thing: whether the ad carried a label saying it was
Al-generated. Fabian Buder and Matthias Unfried reported in
2024 that labeled versions were rated less natural and less
useful, and that people were less inclined to engage. Buder’s
follow-up in 2025 found labeled ads scored lower on credibility,
emotional impact, and memorability, with a measurable drop in
willingness to click.

Transparency, it turns out, is beginning to buys you nothing but
a label telling people what they’re looking at and stops there.

None of which should surprise anyone paying attention.
Merriam-Webster's word of the year for 2023 was “authentic.”
The market signaled what it wanted before the tools arrived
that would make it scarce.

Three Things Follow, None of Which Are
Cosmetic

Expertise gets inferred before it gets claimed.

Call yourself specialized, differentiated, category-leading.
Adjectives carry no weight with the machine. It goes hunting for
the evidence that would exist if the claims were true.

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

Four things carry weight.

1) Consistent positioning across published material.

15
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2) Precise statements of the problems handled, meaning
named industries, matter types, regulatory settings.

3) Alignment between what the firm says about itself and
what third parties say about it.

4) A dense body of substantive public thinking tied to the
firm’s name and to identifiable professionals.

Remember those four. They come back in every chapter of this
book, as they end up describing what a buyer needs too, and
that correspondence is the link the whole argument turns on.

Thirty years building a reputation, and now something
summarizes it in four sentences. It gets one of them wrong.

When the four line up, the machine treats the firm as a credible
player in its category. When they don't, it reads the firm as a
generalist and ranks it accordingly, or dismisses it for someone
whose public record is cleaner.

A firm reading as generic to humans doesn’t appear to a
machine.

The firms most exposed 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 any specific facts to hold
onto. Given no reason to rank them, the machine moves on.

The old question was whether buyers could find

you.

16
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The new one is tougher. Once the machine sorts every firm in
the market around buyer specific problems, do you appear in
the sort, and if you do, which version shows up?

Different question, different mechanics. Visibility tactics
assume it's a person at the other end of the query. Sorting
assumes a machine:

e Structured positioning
e Consistent framing

e Signal density

e Domain authority

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 LLMs also
becomes illegible to the training data those models are
generating for the next generation. Absence compounds by the
quarter. Generic output compounds by the quarter.
Competitors 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.

The Number the Industry Was Built On Just
Reversed

17
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Now the part that surprised me that | had wrong until recently.

For the last decade, marketing in professional services rested
on a single concept. Most buyers complete a majority of their
journey before they contact you. | saw numbers as high as
fifty-seven percent (57%) in documented research and as high
as seventy percent (70%) in what got repeated at conferences.
The figure moved around, but the conclusion never did.

First contact moved from 69 percent of the buying journey to 61

oment a buyer stops researching alone and reaches out to a firr

The take-away was that firms were absent during most of the
decision, so your job as a marketer is to be useful in the dark.
Publish. Nurture. Build the library. Be present in the part you
can’t see, and hope the firm they call is the one whose thinking
is what they read.

An entire industry got built on that number.
But it reversed.

The point of first contact, meaning the moment a buyer stops
researching alone and reaches out to a firm, moved from 69
percent of the journey to 61 percent. That means that buyers
are contacting firms roughly six to seven weeks sooner than
they were the year before. That comes from 6sense, which
sells software to marketers, so take the precision with
appropriate skepticism.

18
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Gartner’s independent work points the same direction and is
harder to argue with. From a survey of 645 B2B buyers fielded
in August and September of 2025:

Sixty-nine percent (69%) of buyers now prefer to validate Al-
generated insights with a sales representative.

Fifty-one percent (51%) say they’re more likely to encounter
misleading information from generative Al. Forty-nine percent
(49%) say the same about a salesperson.

Buyers want no human for information.
They want a human for confidence.

Prefer a buying experience with no salesperson in it at all

Turn to a sales representative to validate Al-generated insights

,

Where buyers say they are more likaly to encounter misleading information
From generative Al 51% From a salesperson 49%

ves and left them sitting next to each other.

Read that twice. Buyers rate the machine as /ess trustworthy
than the person whose income depends on the sale.

And from the same 645 people, in the same study: sixty-seven
percent (67%) say they prefer a buying experience with no
salesperson in it at all.

Gartner published both halves and left them sitting next to
each other. The contradiction is the entire finding.

Buyers want no human for information.

They want a human for confidence.

19
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Two Different Ways to Lose

Hold those two findings together, because they describe two
separate failures. Most only know about one.

The sort can drop you. If the machine can'’t find a specific fact
to hold onto, you don’t enter the comparison, the conversation
doesn’t happen, and nobody tells you. That’s the real failure
this chapter opened with, and it's important.

Then, if you do survive the sort, something else happens, and
it's a newer phenomenon. The buyer arrives sooner than they
used to and harder than they used to. They’re not coming for
an introduction. They’re coming for an audit.

Most firms are still writing that first conversation for someone
who knows nothing. But in truth, they’re meeting someone who
knows a version of everything.

Call the moment where this lands the Verification Turn.
The point where a buyer stops gathering and starts checking,
and where first real engagement with a firm now occurs. It has
moved earlier in calendar time and later in the buyer’s
confidence. That's why buyers are calling sooner and deciding
slower, and why both facts are true at once.

Either Answer Makes the Document Stronger

Here’s what it looks like on a Monday afternoon.

| sent an architect | work with in Scottsdale a dense deliverable
on a Sunday evening. Journey mapping, forty-some pages, the
kind of document that usually earns a two-line
acknowledgment and then silence for a week.

20
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He wrote back the next day. “I read through this and had Chat
go through it. Neither had a specific comment. Chat said it was
very good.”

Then this. “The only comment both of us came up with was
less of a comment, but more of a question. There was one
specific item that | saw and Chat then brought up. It had to do
with a marketing statement that said we could permit work in
eight weeks. It seemed too specific. | wouldn’t be so specific
unless it can be 100 percent verified.”

They were both right. In forty pages, that was the one line that
couldn’t produce a paper trail on demand.

| want to be careful about what happened, because the
obvious reading is wrong. This wasn’t a client asking a
question he didn’t understand. He’s an architect. His domain
expertise allowed him to know and understand which claims
will survive scrutiny is his profession. So, when the ai agent
(trained on his information) decided to sharpen an emerging
thought, he was the only source capable of catching and
questioning. This client understood the importance of the
details, and was committed to letting none of it slip past him.

Nobody warned firms about this version. Nobody warned firms
about the machine sharpening a client’s judgment rather than
replacing it.

So | didn’'t defend the line. We tweaked the resource.

If the permit data could demonstrate that an approval ran eight
weeks from submittal to issuance, the line remained. This
process drives the strongest proof points of the document,
allowing him to answer the skeptic with a data trail. If the
records show anything else, or if the number takes more than

21
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five minutes to confirm, it comes out and gets replaced with
something verifiable.

Either answer makes marketing stronger and defensible.

Which produces the rule this chapter has been building toward.
Every claim you publish now gets checked before a human
responds to it. Not by a researcher. By a client with a chat
window open and four minutes.

Which splits your material into two piles that used to look
identical. The specific claim you can verify, and the specific
claim you can’t. The first one is the most valuable thing you
own, because it’s the only kind of proof a buyer can carry into a
room you’re not in. The second one is a liability that reads like
an asset right up until somebody asks.

Vague language is the third pile, and it survives the check by

Every claim you publish now gets checked.

e N e N
VERIFIABLE AND SPECIFIC UNVERIFIABLE AND SPECIFIC VAGUE
The specific claim The specific claim Vague language

you can verify you can't

The most valuable thing you own, Aliabilty that reads like an asset It survives the check by saying
because it's the cnly kind of proof tight up until somebody asks. nothing. That's not safety. That's
2 buyer can carry into 3 room the generic problem, wearing
you're not in. a disguise.

An asset. A liability. Invisible.

ent with a chat window open and four minutes.

saying nothing. That’s not safety. That’s the generic problem
from the top of this chapter, wearing a disguise.

22
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Losing and Never Competing Are Different
Failures

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

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 it
compares to how the market describes it. As a pipeline leaning
harder every quarter on a handful of partner relationships,
because the ambient flow is thinning.

Gartner, surveying 632 B2B buyers between August and
September 2024, found seventy-three percent (73%) actively
avoiding suppliers who send irrelevant outreach and sixty-nine
percent (69%) reporting inconsistencies between what a
supplier's website says and what its people say. McKinsey,
polling nearly 4,000 decision-makers across thirteen countries,
now finds inconsistent information across teams to be the
single biggest reason buyers switch suppliers.

All three numbers describe the same underlying judgment.
This firm doesn’t hold together.

Decision science 16 explains why the borrowed language is so
hard to correct once it lands. Forty years of trust-in-automation
research points at an asymmetry every marketer should find
unsettling. Al's version of your firm reads as neutral, because

23
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nobody directed 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.

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.

You Can't Build a Slide for Revenue That Never
Showed

The direct financial cost has almost nothing to do with lost
engagements. It’s the whole category of engagements that
never entered the pipeline, 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

24
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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.

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.

Three Phases, and We're Living in the First

Phase one is Al as capability amplifier. This is now.
Every firm, including every competitor you have, is using Al to
produce better content, faster outreach, more personalized
messaging. The quality floor rose. The differentiation that used
to come from producing better marketing than the firm across
town is largely gone. What wins is a genuine trust architecture
underneath the Al-assisted output. Same tool, completely
different substrate.

Three Phases, and We're Living in the First

Al as capability amplifier Al as intermediary
now:

Phase two is Al as intermediary. Arriving now. Al
handles first touches, qualification, and nurture, on the firm’s
behalf and on the buyer’s. The human professional enters
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when trust is already partly built, or already lost. Firms with
weak infrastructure will find their Al intermediaries accelerating
rejection at scale. Firms with strong infrastructure will find
theirs warming prospects before the first human interaction.

Phase three is Al to Al. Being built. A prospect’s agent
evaluates and engages a firm’s agent before a person is
involved. Marshall Van Alstyne, at MIT’s Platform Strategy
Summit, put the implication about as plainly as it can be put:
you are going to have to create value and take value with
agents, and you're going to have to sell to agents.

So what does your firm’s Al bring to that conversation?

It brings your documented process, your verified outcomes,
your structured reputation signals, your accumulated credibility.
Firms that spend phases one and two building genuine trust
architecture will have rich, credible material to work with. Firms
that relied on polished-but-generic marketing will have almost
nothing of substance to send.

The through-line is identical across all three. Trust is the only
competitive position that compounds across the transition.
Everything else can be replicated. Genuine credibility,
documented process, and earned reputation can't.

Anyone Telling You the Sky Has Fallen Is
Selling Something

Here’s the part most books in this category leave out, and the
reason I'd ask you to trust the rest of it.

None of this is urgent in the way it's usually sold.

Google’s Al Mode accounted for roughly a third of one percent
of searches between January and April of 2026, by
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SparkToro’s clickstream measurement. Al referral traffic runs
around one percent across most industries, though the spread
is wide enough that the average is close to meaningless. And
professional services carries the lowest citation rate in
ChatGPT responses of any category tracked, under four
percent.

Phase three is further out than the people selling it want you to
believe. Google’s commerce protocol had 11,414 verified
merchant stores as of July 2026 and, by an independent
scanner’s count, not one of them exposed a payment capability
an agent could complete a purchase against. Two percent of
B2B buyers would permit an autonomous agent purchase
without pre-approval. Financial services ranks last of every
category measured in willingness to delegate.

None of this is urgent in the way it is usually sold

Zoany pumoeron e nart et meies tois S e S 3pen

I’'m not building a strategy on machine micropayments and
neither should you.

One distinction is worth holding onto, though, because these
two things get sold as a single story and they’re on completely
different clocks. Agents buying professional services isn’t
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happening and won'’t for a while, for all the reasons above.
Agents retrieving, comparing, and applying professional
knowledge is happening now, at volume, and it's what the rest
of this book is about. The first is a payments problem nobody
has solved. The second is a reading problem, and reading is
the part you control.

But early is the point. The advantage available here is the
advantage of being interpretable before everyone is, and the
research on that kind of advantage is consistent about its
shape. It’s large while few firms hold it and it decays toward
nothing once most of them do.

Which raises a question I'd rather answer at the end of this
book than here, because answering it honestly takes
everything in between. If the advantage decays on that
schedule, what exactly are you buying?

Waiting Is a Decision Nobody Has to Sign

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.
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Firms that aren’t are being deprioritized, and nobody is
deciding to do it. The absence of a decision is doing it.

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

I've been handed a lot of reasons over the years, and a few
are worth laying out, because every one of them was delivered
with complete confidence by people who were not fools.

Financial services is a warm referral business. Digital will never
catch on here.

Video conferencing won’t work for client relationships. This
business happens in person.

Social media doesn’t apply to our industry. Content marketing
is for companies that sell software.

Each of those got said to me more than once, by people inside
the business, with total confidence. Each came with reasoning
attached, and the reasoning was usually sound given what the
speaker could see from where they sat. And each turned out to
be a description of the present tense that somebody had
mistaken for a law.

I’'m not telling you this because | was smarter than those
rooms. I've been wrong about plenty, expensively, and several
of my mistakes are in this book. I'm telling you because the
sentence pattern is worth learning to hear. That doesn’t apply
to us is almost never a finding. It's usually a preference
wearing a finding’s clothes, and the tell is that nobody has
checked in a while.

Delay does defer the visible costs. Framework work,
infrastructure, deployment. Those expenses are real, and
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postponing them postpones them. Delay does nothing at all to
the invisible ones. 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.

Buying a Tool Makes It Worse

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

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

It's 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 Al, meaning Al that hasn’t
been handed a firm-specific logic to execute, produces text
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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 weighs. Consistent positioning.
Specific problems addressed. Coherence between internal and
external descriptions. Dense substantive thinking tied to the
firm and its professionals.

Volume 25 of Decision Science Series documents the
difference between adopting Al and developing the capability
to use it. The tools have spread considerably faster than the
judgment, governance and operating discipline required to
make them useful. The recurring failure is not that the
technology cannot produce. It is that the organization has
never decided what the production is supposed to accomplish.

Al is a multiplier, and a multiplier still needs something worth
multiplying. Point it at a clear decision architecture and it can
accelerate useful work. Point it at an unsettled strategy and it
accelerates the confusion. The tool functions. The organization
does not.

Generic Al damages all four at once.
You're paying a monthly fee to become harder to tell apart.

And the correction most firms reach for next is worse.
Publishing pages built to satisfy a machine is the professional-
services version of dressing for the scanner instead of the
meeting. The decision still belongs to a person trying to choose
well. What Al changed is the cost of loose thinking, because
vague language collapses into sameness. If five firms call
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themselves experienced and client-focused, neither a person
nor a system has any reason to separate them.

An accounting firm publishes twenty Al-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. The firm has poured 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 Al-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.

Al 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
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coheres with the firm’s position and compounds the firm’s
signal over time.

The difference lives outside the model entirely. It's in whether
the model was handed a logic to carry out.

Which is why the first move isn’t a tool.

The Same Order Satisfies Both Readers

The response has a shape, and the shape is older than the
technology.

Professional services buyers decide in a sequence. Each step
requires a particular kind of evidence before the next step
becomes available. 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.

That’s the whole framework, and the next chapter is about how
it works.

There’s a useful accident underneath all this, and it’s the
reason this book covers both the machine and the buyer in one
argument. 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 enormous volumes of
human decision-making. A logic built around how people
decide will tend to satisfy them. Generic content, averaged
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positioning, and claims without evidence fail the human test
and the machine test for the same underlying reason.

There’s nothing there. A person senses it in four seconds. A
model just declines to rank you.

Which means the deficit gets scored twice. Once in the room,
and once in the system that decides who gets into the room.

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, and how much the buyer already
thinks they know by the time you finally meet.

Being found was the last decade’s problem.

Being understood is this one’s.
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2. Four Things You Supply,
Five Things They Need

Y 1
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Consequential decisions form in a sequence, and the
sequence can be designed.

That sentence is the philosophy, and it has a name. Decision
Architecture studies the movement a person makes from need
and uncertainty toward enough confidence to commit. It has a
close cousin in choice architecture, and the difference matters.
Choice architecture arranges the menu. Decision Architecture
studies what makes the diner willing to order.

Trust-Sequenced Marketing is the method built on it. Four
components, delivered in one order, always. Purpose. People.
Process. Product.

Firms hear four Ps and reasonably assume they’re being
handed a content checklist. That reading will cost you the
whole book, so let me kill it now.

The four Ps are what the firm supplies. They pair with things
the buyer forms, and the pairing is fixed.
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Purpose earns relevance. People earns credibility. Process
earns proof. Product is what trust finally lets you put on the
table.

Read down that list and you'll notice Product earns nothing at
all. It spends what the first three earned. Which is why leading
with it works about as well as you’d expect.

Read it again and you might notice something else, though
most people don’t the first time. | didn’t, for about fifteen years.
We’ll come back to it.

Order Is a Constraint, Not a Preference

Each step supplies the evidence that makes the next step
legible.

Offer proof of expertise to a buyer who hasn’t decided you're
relevant and the proof reads as noise. Show judgment to a
buyer who doesn’t believe you have the experience and it
reads as opinion. Ask for commitment from a buyer who hasn’t
watched you exercise judgment and it reads as pressure.

The sequence doesn'’t fail loudly when you break it. The
prospect just stops, and nobody sends a note explaining why.

Most firm marketing addresses a buyer who’s already at the
last step. It leads with credentials, case studies, and an
invitation to book a call. The reader, sitting at step one, notices
the mismatch immediately and disengages. No conversation
happens. Nobody explains what went wrong.

It's the marketing equivalent of proposing on a first date.
Everything you said was true. None of it was welcome yet.

I’'ve written that email. More than once, and with real conviction
at the time.
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The First Thing: Purpose

Purpose is the thesis behind the offering.

Not a vision statement. Not a brand story. Not the paragraph
that sounds like it was generated by a language model on its
lunch break. It's the explanation of what gets somebody out of
bed. The gap in the market only this team saw. The problem
that couldn’t get solved inside a larger organization, so they left
and built something to solve it.

Simon Sinek’s work on starting with why gave me language for
something I'd been watching for years without a name for it.
People connect to causes and beliefs before they connect to
features. Rory Sutherland put the same idea more bluntly: we
don’t value things, we value their meaning.

And Purpose is almost universally absent from professional
services marketing.

Big Brands Can Skip This. You Can’t.

Firms learn their marketing from large organizations that had
established brand recognition, industry-wide awareness, and
decades of accumulated trust. Those organizations can skip
Purpose. Their name does that work before anyone reads a

word.

Everyone else inherited the playbook without inheriting the
conditions that made it work.

Four Seconds to Earn the Fifth

Relevance, and it earns it in about four seconds.

The buyer isn’t deciding whether to hire you at that point.
They’re deciding whether to keep reading. Volume 09 of our
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Decision Science Series covers the research on relevance,
attention, and recognition, and the short version is unkind.
Recognition happens before evaluation, and material that fails
to produce it gets closed rather than reconsidered.

Volume 01 of our Decision Science Series explains why the
window is that narrow. Buyers satisfice. They assemble a
manageabile field, find something that clears the good-enough
bar, and stop. Herbert Simon introduced the idea in 1947, gave
it the name satisficing about a decade later, and won a Nobel
for the line of work it opened, and it remains the single most
useful thing a marketer can understand about buyers. The
options that might have been better don’t matter commercially
if nobody looked at them.

A firm can be the strongest available answer and never enter
the comparison.

Volume 22 of our Decision Science Series covers the stage
before that, the one most firms never see. Need recognition
runs long before a prospect can name what they’re looking for,
and by the time they can name it, they’ve already formed
opinions about who understands it.

Without Purpose, everything downstream lands in a vacuum.
Credentials feel like bragging. Process feels like a pitch.
Product feels premature.

With Purpose established, each element that follows feels like
a logical step toward a conclusion the prospect is already
reaching on their own.

There’s a name for what you’re building here, and it's the most
useful term I've got. Intellectual proximity. The sense that the
advisor understands the problem from inside the client’s world.

38



B2B Marketing: Easier to Find. Harder to Choose.

The firm notices the tradeoffs and the part of the decision that
never makes it into the formal scope. Its language fits closely
enough that the buyer doesn’t waste the first meeting
correcting the frame.

Buyers rarely ask themselves whether a firm is qualified. They
ask something closer to: has this firm seen this before, or am |
about to spend the first hour teaching them what’s going on?

Sometimes it starts with a single article. A reader hits a line
that says the thing their internal team hasn’t been able to say.
The piece separates the surface problem from the decision
underneath and names the risk circling the choice. The client
pauses.

They get it.

That moment isn’t trust, not yet. It's a reason to keep going.
And intellectual proximity builds through repeated recognition,
not through a single good page. Disconnected content proves
you’re publishing. A coherent body of work creates recognition.

Geography might still earn a look. Understanding earns the
next step.

Familiarity Is a Tiebreaker, Not a Moat

Every firm competing against a name everybody knows
believes the same thing, which is that the name is the whole
game. It's worth knowing exactly how wrong that is, because
somebody finally measured it.

Two researchers ran roughly eighteen thousand calls through
three commercial models, putting one real, recognized brand
into choice sets against nine fictional ones with fabricated

specifications. At specification parity, in the head-to-head set,
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the known brand got recommended in every single trial. Every
one, against a random baseline of ten percent. In their
advantage-ladder experiment the same parity condition ran 94
to 96 percent.

Read that and you'd conclude the lock is total.

Then they moved one variable. The challenger’s win rate went
from under six percent at parity to somewhere between sixty-
four and eighty percent at the smallest advantage the authors
tested, which was a tenth of a star. Their modeled fifty-fifty
point sits below that, at about seventy-five thousandths of a
star, or one and a half times the review count, or a seven
percent discount. And when they decomposed where the
outcome came from, product parameters accounted for eighty-
two percent of it. Brand identity accounted for one point two.

Then they moved one variable.

.

(That’s a preprint, and the products were skincare rather than
professional services, so take the decimals loosely and the
shape seriously.)

The shape is this. Familiarity is a tiebreaker, not a

moat, and it only rules when the specifics tie.

Purpose, stated in the machine’s own language. Becoming
known is the long road, and it's expensive and mostly closed. It
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wins by producing one piece of decisive, verifiable specificity at
the moment the comparison is being made.

Most firms are trying to close a familiarity gap. The gap costing
them is a specificity gap, and it’s the one they can close this
quarter.

The Firm That Opened With the Proposal

| worked with a consulting firm that couldn’t gain traction
despite a real track record. The problem took about ten
minutes to find. They opened every engagement by handing
over a proposal.

And prospects went straight to the results section. Every time.

Volume 03 of our Decision Science Series documents what
happens next. An initial impression determines whether a
prospect holds, shares, or discards a message before
engaging with any of the hard data. When a prospect flips to
results first, they aren’t evaluating. They’re confirming a label
they formed in the first three minutes, and then they play find-
the-holes-in-the-story instead of understand-why-this-firm-
exists.

Skeptical confirmation derails the sequence before it starts.
The firm was trying to move prospects from awareness into
research. What it had done instead was put itself on defense,
explaining numbers and justifying projections against a
skepticism of its own manufacture, with none of the relevance
Purpose provides or the credibility People and Process would
have supplied.

So we flipped it. The firm led with the specific problem they’d
identified, why the existing solutions fell short, and why this
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team was positioned to solve it. No proposals. No service
agreements. No teasers.

With Purpose in place they introduced the team, framed as the
specific experience that made these people right for this
specific problem rather than as a list of credentials. Process
followed: how they’d developed, tested, and refined the
methodology. And only then, with trust established, the service
offering.

As the firm felt the sequence working, it applied Purpose to
everything else. Declines turned into commitments. They hit
their target for new business inside a year.

Starting with results looks like the direct path to interest. It's the
fastest way to trigger the mental shortcuts that work against
you. Sometimes the obvious approach is obviously wrong.

Sixty Seconds and No Slides

So where does any of this come from, if not from a tool?

I’m working with the founder of a new firm that has no clients
yet. No past deals to mine, no case studies, no track record to
reverse-engineer a position out of. The cold start, which is the
hardest version of this problem and also the most honest one,
because it strips out everything a firm can coast on.

| couldn’t ask him about past engagements. So | asked three
questions instead.

Who is the one client you want to win? Name a real company,
or a real person you can picture. Not a category.

What is that person worried about? Say it the way they’d say it,
not the way we would.
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If you had sixty seconds with them and no slides, what would
you say?

Answer however is easiest. Type it, or talk into your phone
while you drive. Twenty minutes, tops.

Look at what those three questions are doing, because they’re
the entire supply chain for anything that doesn’t sound like
everybody else.

The first one refuses a category. A machine produces
categories, because categories are what averaging produces.
“Mid-market firms” is what you get when nobody in the room
has met anybody.

The second one asks for language that can only be
remembered, never generated. The words a worried buyer
reaches for are never the words the industry uses about them,
and the gap between those two vocabularies is where
recognition lives.

And the third one is the elevator. Twenty-six floors, thirty
seconds, no slides. It's the question this book opened with, and
| ask it of clients because the answer is always better than
anything either of us would write sitting at a keyboard.

Twenty minutes in a car produces material no competitor can
copy, because the answers are different for every firm and they
exist in exactly one place. Not in the market research. Not in
the model. In the head of somebody who has been in the
room.

What the Machine Takes From Purpose
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Specific problem framing. Named industries, named matter
types, named regulatory settings, in language someone
outside your firm would recognize.

That specificity is the first thing a sorting model looks for when
deciding whether your firm is a credible example of its category
or a generalist to be ranked below someone whose public
record is cleaner. It’s also the first of the four inputs from
chapter one, and it will not surprise you to learn that the other
three are coming.

Any firm can generate a why statement in about eleven
seconds now. What no tool can do is make it true, or supply
the People and Process that would have to exist underneath it.
A Purpose claim without those is detectable as hollow inside
two interactions, by a person or by a machine, and for the
same reason.

There’s nothing behind it.

The Second Thing: People

Two questions live here, and firms consistently answer the
second while ignoring the first.

Who is this for, and why should they care? And who’s behind
it, and why should anyone trust them?

“Mid-Market Firms” Is a Census, Not a Target

I've lost count of the proposals I've reviewed that named their
target market as “Fortune 500 companies” or “mid-market
firms.” That’s not targeting. That’s a census.

When a prospect encounters generic messaging, their brain
does what brains do with unfamiliar things, which is match it
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against the nearest familiar pattern. Volume 02 of our Decision
Science Series covers the shortcut responsible. Within
seconds the message gets filed under another service provider
who doesn’t get it, and the file doesn’t get reopened.

Seth Godin captured the dynamic in a sentence that has never
been improved on: people like us do things like this.

Every firm says it’s a trusted advisor with decades of
experience and a client-first approach. I've written a version of
that line more times than | want to admit. It never once helped
a buyer choose.

Now try it the other way. Speak to a COO working through a
specific regulatory change. A law firm partner managing the
digital transformation of one practice area. A CPA firm leader
trying to move upstream from compliance into advisory.

Something different happens, and admiration has nothing to do
with it. What you get is recognition. Finally, someone who
understands my world.

| watched this play out repeatedly in selection committee
meetings, and the providers who earned traction were the ones
who demonstrated, before asking for anything, that they
understood the committee’s operational reality, the gaps it was
trying to close, and the political dynamics shaping the decision.
Technical capability was rarely what separated them.

Which requires knowing three things that never appear in an
industry trends report. What's consuming your client’s attention
this week, rather than what’s consuming their sector’s. What
they can'’t afford to get wrong, meaning the regulatory
constraints and the career-limiting risks and the decisions that
will be scrutinized by a board. And how they decide when
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nobody’s watching, which is reliably different from what they
say in a discovery call.

Nobody Was Ever Hired for a Bullet Point

Now the second who.

Most professional services bios read like a recitation of the
phone book. John has fifteen years at McKinsey, Harvard
MBA, PMP.

Stop. Just stop.

Call it credential fatigue. After the second impressive resume
the reader’s eyes glaze and the internal commentary starts:
great, another team of overachievers, so is everyone else.
Sutherland’s line fits here better than anywhere. A flower is a
weed with an advertising budget. Perception and narrative
outrun raw credentials in trust formation, which is
uncomfortable if you've spent thirty years accumulating
credentials.

Volume 08 of our Decision Science Series covers the research
on authority and social proof, while Volume 10 of our Decision
Science Series covers what a buyer is doing when they
evaluate the messenger before the message, which is what
they do, always, before a single claim gets weighed.

Trimming the credentials won't fix it. Translating each one into
an advantage for this specific problem will.

”

Instead of: “Sarah managed a $2B project portfolio at Deloitte.

Try: “Sarah spent five years at Deloitte learning to spot the
early warning signs of project failure that standard reports
consistently miss, the cultural red flags that show up months
before delivery deadlines slip.”
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The first is a fact. The second is a reason to listen and
remember.

They Decide First, Then Hunt for Reasons

People decide whether they trust you in about the time it takes
to blink, then spend the rest of your presentation hunting for
evidence that confirms the gut reaction, positive or negative.

Hence the sequence, and why it matters as much as it does.
Lead with credentials and you're saying, in effect, let me tell
you how impressive we are before I've given you any reason to
care. That’s a skepticism trigger, and the human response is
automatic. Every impressive credential becomes a challenge.
Find the flaw. Find the gap. Find the reason this team isn’t
what it claims.

Flip it. Show understanding of the prospect’s world first, then
explain why the team’s experience makes them right for this
specific problem, and those same credentials stop being
bragging rights and start being reassurance.

The information didn’t change. The order did.

This gets harsher in a digital-first environment. Strip out the
face-to-face cues and the body language, and prospects lean
even harder on heuristics. Your website, your emails, and your
published work are forming first impressions before anyone
shakes a hand. And because people skim digital material
faster than a caffeinated day trader, you have roughly three to
five seconds to establish relevance before they mentally delete
you.

Think about your own browsing. How long do you spend on a
site before deciding it isn’t for you? Somewhere between
immediately and not very long. Your prospects are running the
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same calculation on your material, and they’re not being unfair
about it. They’re being efficient.

Nobody Buys Alone

One version of People gets skipped entirely, and it’s that the
buyer is rarely one person and never only a professional.

Volume 14 of our Decision Science Series covers how high-
stakes professional services decisions get made in practice,
and the finding that matters most is that the committee is
managing exposure at least as much as it's managing quality.
Everyone in that room will be asked to explain the choice to
somebody who wasn'’t there.

Marketing that speaks only to technical merit is answering a
question nobody in the room is silently asking. Hold that
thought.

The Meeting That Cost Fifty Million Dollars

| watched a quality consultant with a genuinely distinctive
methodology torch months of relationship building in a forty-
five minute meeting with a major prospect. Like watching
someone fall down a flight of stairs, get up, straighten their tie,
and fall down the next flight.

He came in a few minutes behind schedule and opened with
an industry trends update. Then, without a word of rapport, ran
through his team’s credentials as if reading from a corporate
brochure. The final twenty-five minutes were about what the
billing would do to the client’s budget.

What he failed to notice, because he was busy admiring his
own presentation, was that everyone around the table had
checked out. The executive told me afterward that his only goal
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after the first ten minutes was finding a polite way to end the
meeting.

His exact words: “| don’t need a partnership with someone who
failed to even ask my name. If he doesn’t care enough to get
our names, how could we trust him as a partner?”

The consultant left feeling great about the meeting and asked
me how to follow up.

What | told him was diplomatic. What | wanted to say was that
any follow-up should arrive as an apology to everyone who'd
been forced to listen.

What the Machine Takes From People

Named, particular evidence tied to identifiable professionals.

Second of the four inputs, and the one most firms are worst at,
because the language that makes a bio safe is the same
language that makes it invisible. Fifteen years of experience
reads identically to fifteen years of experience. What a
machine can hold onto is a named partner who signs specific
work in a specific regulatory setting and answers for it.

The Al era has also done something unexpected here, and it
favors you. Labeled machine-generated content measurably
reduces perceived authenticity. The Erlangen-Nuremberg
labeling studies from chapter one found identical ads rated less
natural, less useful, less credible, less memorable, once the
label appeared. Which means the human depth of your team,
real experiences, real judgment calls, real failures and
recoveries, is a differentiator in a way it never had to be when
everyone was writing their own material anyway.
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The firms that win here will be the ones that let their people be
specifically, uncomfortably human in their marketing.

The Third Thing: Process

In late 2004, a fund manager in San Jose started pulling
subprime mortgage-bond prospectuses. Dense, technical
documents that, as Michael Lewis tells it, nobody but the
drafting lawyers had ever read cover to cover. He scanned
hundreds. He read dozens. His name was Michael Burry.

Inside those documents, in plain sight, was the defect. Loan
pools stuffed with mortgages built to fail. The risk was sitting
there in print, on pages anyone could order. Every institution
on Wall Street had access to the same pages, and nearly
every one of them had decided the hard part was beneath
them. They summarized. They trusted the ratings. They
delegated the read.

Burry read. They laughed. Burry read. Then he bet against the
entire market, and then made the entire fricken market pay
him.

Scion Capital returned 489 percent from 2000 to 2008. The
S&P 500 managed just over 2 percent across the same eight
years. The trade paid Burry roughly $100 million personally
and returned more than $700 million to his investors, several of
whom had threatened to sue him while it was still running,
because he’d gated withdrawals and they couldn’t see what he
saw. They hadn’t read the documents. He made them rich
anyway.

| bring him up here because the edge came from a process
nobody else was willing to run. Not access. Not a better model.
Not inside information.
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That’s what this stage is about. Belief becomes behavior, and
prospects stop asking who these people are and start asking
whether they can execute.

Firms misread this stage badly. They treat Process as a
chance to demonstrate how smart they are. The prospect is
evaluating something else entirely, which is whether you’re
repeatable.

Disciplined, or Just Lucky

When prospects ask about your process, they’re running a
test. Are you someone who thinks in systems, or someone
who'’s had a good run and assembled a story about it
afterward?

People find patterns everywhere, including where none exist,
because pattern-finding is how we survive complexity. The
tendency has a name, apophenia, and it explains why so many
providers present a curated set of past successes as though it
were a methodology. Buyers who’ve sat through a hundred of
these recognize the performance immediately.

What a process has to show is how decisions get made when
things go sideways. When the parameters change. When the
original approach gets challenged. When something arrives
that nobody planned for.

That's the test of a firm’s discipline. Not how it performs when
everything works.

A Flawless Record Reads as a Missing One

The most common mistake is sharing your best outcomes and
reverse-engineering a method to explain them.
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Volume 11 of our Decision Science Series covers what
happens when that lands in front of a professional skeptic,
which describes most people who buy professional services.
Volume 03 of our Decision Science Series covers the
anchoring underneath it. A perfectly polished record triggers
exactly the doubt it was built to prevent, because the absence
of any failure is itself information.

Instead of: “Here’s how we achieved a 40% efficiency gain for
Client ABC.”

Try: “Here’s our disciplined method for scoping engagements,
including three we declined last quarter because they weren’t
the right fit.”

One invites skepticism. The other reveals something testable
and demonstrates the judgment to say no, which is the harder
thing to fake.

The Man Who Read the Silence

Experienced buyers understand something many providers
don’t. Past results are interesting and they’re a weak predictor.
Structured delivery is a better indicator of how a methodology
performs under conditions that haven’t happened yet.

Volume 18 of our Decision Science Series covers what
expertise consists of, and it lands somewhere uncomfortable
for firms that market on outcomes.

Expertise is what happens when the information runs out. It's
when knowledge and hands-on experience collide and let
someone look at a situation and recognize the pattern. It's
hearing a client describe a problem and recognizing the
problem they did not describe. That capability was never
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stored in the words. It got built in the person, through
repetition, through struggle, through error, over time.

| once watched a veteran allocator flip through a forty-page
pitch deck in about ninety seconds. He put it down, looked up,
and asked, “Why did your CFO leave?”

Nothing in the deck mentioned the CFO. Nothing mentioned
anyone leaving. The manager sputtered through an answer
and the meeting never recovered.

Afterward | asked how he knew. He had to think about it, which
was the interesting part, because the knowing had happened
faster than any reasoning he could report. Something about
the dates. A firm that changes administrators and auditors in
the same eighteen months has usually changed something
else too, and the bios page had a seam in it where a name
used to be.

The junior analysts on his team had been through the same
deck for a week. They’d verified every number. He'd read the
silence.

Articulate what you notice, and why, and you’re showing the
buyer the thing that transfers. Everything else is a list of
outcomes that may or may not repeat.

Which matters more now, not less. Al collapsed the cost of
sounding like an expert while leaving the cost of becoming one
exactly where it was. A first-year associate and a twenty-year
veteran can produce the same document this afternoon. The
words stopped telling you who knows.

Al makes experts faster. It makes novices louder. The gap
between them isn’t closing. It's compounding, quietly, one
skipped struggle at a time.
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Volume 17 of our Decision Science Series explains why the
skipped struggle matters. Cognitive-offloading research shows
that when people know an answer can be retrieved, they
become more likely to remember where it lives than to retain
the answer itself. Research on the illusion of explanatory depth
identifies the second problem: people routinely feel they
understand something until they are asked to explain how it
works.

Al combines both effects. It retrieves the answer, organizes it
and returns it in language polished enough to produce the
sensation of understanding. Access to information begins to
feel like possession of knowledge, and possession of
knowledge begins to feel like judgment.

They are not the same thing. The machine can supply an
explanation. It cannot supply the understanding required to
know whether the explanation survives one more question.

The Firm That Had Never Failed

| had a client with genuinely strong results who kept losing
prospects at the proposal stage. Their diligence materials
explained it in about five minutes. Every example showed
perfect execution and a flawless outcome. No mistakes. No
close calls. No situation where the process had been tested
and nearly broken.

Performance attribution theater, and prospects saw through it
without exception.

So we rebuilt the materials to include the engagements where
the process didn’t work as intended. What they learned. How
the methodology evolved. And a few where their discipline had
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saved them from work that looked attractive and would have
gone badly.

The bottleneck disappeared. Clients cited the honest portrayal
as central to their decision to engage. What they’d been shown
was a firm capable of assessing its own thinking and its own
biases, and that turned out to be more convincing than any
highlight reel.

Good process documentation acknowledges uncertainty rather
than pretending every outcome was foreseeable. The firms
that move cleanly through this stage don’t claim to have all the
answers. They’re the ones who recognize the limits of
prediction and have built rigorous frameworks around that
reality.

What the Machine Takes From Process
Substantive published thinking tied to the firm’s name.

Third input, and the densest signal a sorting model can find.
Published work earns its place at this stage as evidence of
how the firm reasons when nobody’s watching, rather than as
content on a calendar.

Write it for the buyer. The machine reads over their shoulder.

The Gate With No Letter

Here’s what | didn’t notice for fifteen years, and what the four
Ps hide.

Purpose earns relevance. People earns credibility. Process
earns proof. Product opens access.

Nothing in that list earns safety.
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There is no P for “will | look like an idiot if I’'m wrong about
you.” And that is the gate that loses more professional services
engagements than capability, price, and chemistry combined.

Let me give you the most recent version of this, because it
happened to me, it cost me the work, and it's one of the rare
times I've gotten to hear both halves of a buyer’s reasoning.

I’d built a complete set of deliverables for a firm. Research,
positioning, audience work, the whole architecture, all of it
finished before they’d committed to anything. When the
decision came due, they told me they wanted to see more
momentum before they pulled the trigger. Then they stopped
answering.

Then | found out what they’d said to a mutual friend, and it was
something else entirely. They thought the work looked like it
had been generated by a machine. They didn’t think it was that
unique.

Two reasons. One said to me, one said about me.

Notice which one | could have worked with. Momentum is
unanswerable by design. No deliverable produces momentum,
and a firm asking to see it before moving is asking to be
second, which is a position rather than an objection. The other
reason was answerable, in about ten minutes, if it had ever
reached me. It didn’t, because nobody says “I’m not sure this is
real” to the person who made it.

That’s the gate. Not the objection you get. The one that forms
quietly, gets voiced to somebody else, and decides.

There’s a second thing in it worth sitting with, and it's chapter
four arriving early at my expense. The question underneath
their doubt had nothing to do with whether | could do the work.
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It was whether the polish in front of them stood for anything,
which is a fair question and a fairly new one. In a market where
anybody can produce a professional-looking artifact in an
afternoon, the artifact stopped being evidence. They were right
to ask. They asked it in a room | wasn't in.

Safety is a gate in its own right, and what sits immediately past
it has no letter either. It’s the thing every page of this book is
aimed at.

Decision Architecture calls it the Trust Gate, and it defines trust
by what trust does rather than by how it feels. Trust exists
when uncertainty has been reduced sufficiently that
commitment becomes psychologically acceptable despite the
continued presence of risk.

That’s the least sentimental definition of trust you'll find
anywhere, and it's the useful one. Trust does not promise
certainty. Trust makes uncertainty acceptable enough to act.

Volume 06 of our Decision Science Series supplies the
research underneath that threshold. Mayer, Davis and
Schoorman define trust as a willingness to become vulnerable
to another party’s actions when those actions cannot be fully
monitored or controlled. Luhmann explains why people accept
that vulnerability: trust reduces complexity. It allows a person
to stop inspecting every remaining uncertainty and make the
decision anyway.

That is what diligence can never finish. It can verify the history,
inspect the process, check the references and map the
exposure. It cannot eliminate the exposure. At some point the
buyer stops checking and commits, not because certainty has
been achieved, but because additional checking has stopped
changing the decision.
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Question 301 was never going to close the engagement. The
Trust Gate opens when the buyer believes it is safe to stop
asking.

Which is why it belongs on the page as a gate rather than a
goal. A goal sits at the end of a process and you admire it. A
gate is a threshold you're either through or you aren’t, with
commitment waiting on the far side. The prospect who won’t
move isn’t being slow, cautious, or difficult. They’re not
through.

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 | 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.

| spent twenty-plus years watching selection committees
decide who to trust with serious money, and the decision was
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rarely made during the polished presentation. Trust got earned
in the moments when the presentation broke. The question
from the other side of the table. The objection nobody
expected. The pause before the answer.

Trust was decided when certainty disappeared, because that’s
the only moment that reveals whether the expertise is real. The
Navy SEALs put it more bluntly than | can: under pressure you
don’t rise to the occasion, you sink to the level of your training.

Same elevator this book opened in. Other side of the door.

Once a Decision Has Withesses

Volume 21 of our Decision Science Series is built on this, and
the literature behind it is older and better established than most
marketers realize. Once a decision picks up an audience, the
question quietly changes. It stops being only “what’s best?”
and becomes “can | defend this?”

And the audience got bigger. Forrester’s survey of nearly

More people deciding, fewer referees to ask

The buying group Analyst reports Trust in online Evaluation is now
doubled lost their audience resources fell the longest stage

7 13% 36%

63% 47% 40%

eighteen thousand global business buyers puts a typical
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decision at thirteen internal stakeholders and nine external
influencers. When the purchase involves generative Al
capabilities, the buying group doubles, from seven members to
fourteen.

Meanwhile the referees disappeared. Analyst report usage has
fallen to thirteen percent of buyers, a sixty-three percent
decline since 2022. Forty-seven percent say they trust online
resources less than they did a year ago, up from thirty-nine.
Seventy-two percent verify Al output as a matter of routine, up
from fifty-eight. Two percent trust it always. (TrustRadius,
1,862 technology buyers, January 2026.)

So the committee grew, the neutral third party vanished, and
everybody in the room got more skeptical of everything they
read. Evaluation has now overtaken research as the longest
stage of a complex purchase, forty percent of the journey
against thirty-six, the first time that’'s happened in the study’s
history. (G2, 1,038 decision-makers, June 2026. They're a
review platform and the finding flatters them, so weigh it
accordingly.)

Finding a firm got easier. Agreeing on one got harder.

And LinkedIn’s B2B Institute, working with Bain across 750
senior B2B buyers, found the thing that resolves it. Peer
recommendation was the single most influential factor in the
decision, three times more influential than whether the option
was cheaper or claimed better performance.

Three times. Against price. Against performance.

That’s not a finding about social proof. It's a finding about
defensibility. “Companies like us use them” is a sentence one
person can say in a meeting and survive. “They were cheaper”
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is a sentence that ends a career the first time something goes
wrong.

Volume 04 of our Decision Science Series supplies the
arithmetic. Losses of a given size hit harder than equivalent
gains feel good, so a buyer weighing an unfamiliar firm against
a familiar one isn’t running a fair comparison. The downside
counts double, and the downside of choosing wrong lands on
one person by name.

Volume 05 of our Decision Science Series names the
competitor firms consistently fail to account for. Doing nothing
requires no justification to anybody, carries no career
exposure, and is always available.

And Volume 14 of our Decision Science Series puts the
committee in the room. Everyone at the table is managing
personal exposure alongside institutional quality, and nobody
says so out loud, because saying so out loud sounds like
cowardice rather than what it is, which is rational.

If you haven't lost to career risk, you’ve never pitched an
emerging firm. Nobody ever got fired for buying the safe name,
and every partner reading this knows exactly which competitor
that phrase describes in their market.

You Can’t Claim Safe. You Build It.

Safety is the one thing on this list you can’t assert. Say “we’re
a safe choice” and you've drawn attention to the risk.

You supply it structurally instead.

Give them the sentence. Somewhere in your material there
should be a formulation the buyer can repeat verbatim to a
skeptical colleague, and it should be about the problem rather
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than about you. “They’re the firm that handles ASC 842 for
manufacturers” travels. “They’re a trusted advisor with decades
of experience” dies in the hallway.

Make the comparison explicit before they have to construct it.
A buyer defending an unfamiliar choice has to build the case
themselves, from memory, under mild social pressure. Build it
for them.

Name the risk out loud. Firms that surface the exposure their
buyer is carrying, including the exposure of hiring them,
register as safer than firms that pretend the exposure away.
Counterintuitive, and it works for the same reason the
declined-engagement list works. Visible judgment about risk is
evidence of judgment.

Supply third-party corroboration, and understand why it’s load-
bearing. Volume 08 of our Decision Science Series covers
borrowed credibility. A reference is worth more than a case
study because the buyer can put someone else’s name in the
sentence instead of yours.

And reduce the size of the first commitment. Every step that
lets a buyer say a small yes before a large one is a step that
lowers what they’re risking. Volume 07 of our Decision Science
Series covers why that works, and chapter three is about how
to build it.

What the Machine Takes From Safety

Coherent outcomes material that a third party can corroborate.
Fourth input, and it closes the loop from chapter one. Purpose
produces specific problem framing. People produces named,

particular evidence. Process produces substantive published
thinking. Safety produces corroborated outcomes.
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Those are four of the five things the buyer needs, in the order
they need them. Access, the fifth, is the one thing on the list a
machine has no opinion about, because it belongs to the
conversation rather than the record. The other four are also the
four inputs a sorting model weighs when deciding which firms a
buyer ever sees.

The framework does two jobs, and it was only designed to do
one.

The Last Thing: Product

If everything above did its work, something specific happens.
The prospect raises Product before you do.

They’ve stopped evaluating whether you're worth the time and
started working out how to engage you. Questions about
minimums, terms, and onboarding timelines aren’t objections.
That’s the sound of a person who has already decided and is
now handling logistics.

Right Facts, Wrong Minute

The same information builds trust or destroys it depending
entirely on when it arrives.

Lead with engagement terms before establishing relevance
and you’ve proposed marriage on a first date. Every fact may
be correct. The timing eliminates any chance of it landing.

Presented last, after the sequence has run, the dynamic
inverts. You’re not asking for commitment. You're supplying
the practical detail that lets someone act on a decision they’'ve
already made.

What Belongs in the Last Document
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Scope and team structure. Minimum engagement fees and
client qualifications. Fees, payment schedules, contract length.
Strategic partners or key subcontractors. The service delivery
roadmap.

Then the practicalities. Reporting and communication
protocols. Onboarding. Ongoing account management. And a
clear, fair exit process for when the engagement isn’t working.

That last one costs nothing and buys more than most of what
precedes it, because it's the only item on the list that speaks
directly to safety.

And there’s an item most professional services firms omit
entirely, which turns out to be expensive in a way nobody has
been measuring.

Some statement of what an engagement costs.

A study of 252,000 brand-anonymized trials across six models
identified four factors that behave as gatekeepers rather than
as advantages. Fail one and you’re out of the answer,
regardless of how you score on everything else. Exact topical
match to the question as asked. Position in the retrieved
material. A recent, visible date. And the presence of price or
cost information.

Firms in this category satisfy the first three by accident and fail
the fourth on principle.

The principle is understandable. Fees depend on scope, scope
depends on the matter, and no partner wants a number quoted
back at them out of context. Fine. The requirement isn’t a rate
card. A stated range, a stated minimum, or a stated
engagement structure satisfies it, and any of those is
something you'd say in a first meeting anyway.
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It also does the same work for the human. A buyer who can’t
find any indication of cost assumes the worst, or assumes
you’re expensive enough that asking would be embarrassing.
Neither assumption ends with a call.

Eight Ways to Lose a Deal You Already Won

This is where firms introduce friction at the precise moment a
prospect is ready to commit.

Multiple fee tiers with meaningfully different terms, and
different cancellation provisions attached to each. Rolling
contract terms that restart automatically whenever the scope
changes. Long termination notice periods bolted onto short
review cycles. Additional fees for out-of-scope work that
weren’t disclosed upfront. Retainers that increase over time
without any corresponding increase in service. Multiple fee
layers charged on both the engagement and the underlying
project work. Subcontractors who appear in the agreement
without having appeared in any conversation. Engagement
processes requiring several sequential documents to
accomplish one thing.

Every item on that list is a small transfer of risk from the firm to
the buyer, arriving at the exact moment the buyer is most
sensitive to risk.

Conversion material should read as helpful logistics. If the
sequence ran properly, prospects ask about these details
because they’re ready to proceed. When someone is still
interrogating your fee justification, look upstream. An earlier
stage didn't finish.

When “Whether” Becomes “How”
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You'll know you're on track when the questions shift from
whether to how. When the conversation turns to internal
approval processes and timelines. When someone asks to
speak with existing clients. When the subject becomes
onboarding logistics.

Transparency accelerates all of it. TrustRadius, surveying
more than two thousand technology buyers in early 2025,
found 49 percent of software buyers naming the lack of
transparent pricing as the single biggest thing they’d change
about the purchase process.

In a market where a buyer can surface and compare
alternatives in seconds, friction at the last step is expensive in
a way it wasn'’t ten years ago.

Small Yeses, in Order

Each component answers a question, and buyers ask them in
a fixed order whether or not anyone says them out loud.
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Four Things You Supply, Five Things They Need
WHAT THE FIRM SUPPLIES THE GATE THE BUYER'S QUESTION

Purp
produc

> is this about me

People

, - do these people understand this
produces named, particular evidence

- can they show me rather than tell me

. what could go wrong,

&5 comoborated outcomes ’ and have they named it honestly

. What's the next proportional step

the one thing the machine has no opinion about

Purpose answers is this about me. People answers do these
people understand this. Process answers can they show me
rather than tell me. Safety answers what could go wrong, and
have they named it honestly. Product answers what’s the next
proportional step.

Answered in order, each stage produces a small commitment
that makes the next feel like the prospect’s own idea rather
than a sales push. Volume 07 of our Decision Science Series
covers the research on commitment and consistency, and the
finding is that small yeses accomplish what firms keep trying to
accomplish with one large ask.

Volume 12 of our Decision Science Series covers why the
sequence can’t open with that ask at all, and it’s the subject of
the next chapter.

Volume 13 of our Decision Science Series and Volume 19 of
our Decision Science Series approach the same principle from
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two directions. What a message means is determined by what
preceded it and where it sits. The same sentence closes one
deal and kills another. Firms rewrite the sentence. The problem
was rarely the sentence.

The Conversation That Never Reaches the Table

A conversation runs through every evaluation and never
surfaces in a meeting. It goes something like this.

First thirty seconds: please don’t be another firm quoting
industry statistics I've already read.

Then: could this team help us, or is this another polished pitch
for a generic service?

Then: can they deliver when things get complicated and the
original plan stops applying?

And finally, the one that decides more engagements than any
other: how do | not look like an idiot explaining this choice to
my partners, and what do | say if it doesn’t work out?

A properly executed sequence hands someone the language
to defend the decision when you’re not in the room.

Clients commit because they believe your Purpose, trust your
approach, and can explain both to a skeptical partner over
coffee. Great counsel and a top-tier methodology are table
stakes, and table stakes have never closed anything by
themselves.

The About Page, Twice
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Almost every firm has one page that runs the sequence exactly
backwards, and it's usually the second most-visited page on
the site.

The About Page, Twice

The sequence in reverse In order
with a bow on it

Firm history
Service list

Self-praise

Credentials

69



B2B Marketing: Easier to Find. Harder to Choose.

Here’s the version I've read several hundred times, lightly
disguised:

Founded in 1997, Hartley and Boyd is a full-service
accounting firm serving clients throughout the
region. Our team of experienced professionals
provides tax, audit, and advisory services to
businesses and individuals. We pride ourselves on
personalized service, technical excellence, and
long-term client relationships. Our partners hold
advanced degrees and industry certifications, and
several have been recognized by state and national
professional organizations. Contact us today to
learn how we can help you achieve your financial
goals.

Every sentence in it is true. Nothing in it is wrong. And the
order is firm history, service list, self-praise, credentials, ask,
which is the sequence in reverse with a bow on it.

Now the same firm, same facts, roughly the same length, in
order.

>Most owner-operators we work with have already
decided who'’s taking over the business and haven'’t told
that person yet. That’s usually where the tax problem
starts, and it’s usually two years further along than
anybody realizes.

>We’re a manufacturing-focused accounting practice. Three of
our four partners spent time inside manufacturing companies
before they came here, which is why we tend to open a
succession conversation with the operating question rather
than the estate question.
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>Qur approach on these runs slower than most. We map the
transition against the operating calendar first and model the
tax consequence second, and we’ve told two owners in the
last three years that they weren’t ready and should wait a
cycle.

>Engagements in this area typically run between forty and
ninety thousand dollars, structured as a fixed-fee diagnostic
followed by implementation. If the first paragraph sounds like
your situation, the diagnostic is where to start.

Purpose, People, Process, Product. Four paragraphs, one job
each.

Notice what the second version costs. It names a client type
and gives up everybody else. It puts a number on the page.
And it admits, in writing, to having turned away work it could
have taken. Every one of those is a thing the first version
protects the firm from having to do, which is exactly why the
first version says nothing.

Notice also what a competitor can copy by lunchtime. The
tone, the structure, the confident register, all of it. What they
can’t copy is your version of those two owners, because yours
has to have happened. | made this example up to show you
the shape. You can’t make yours up, and that constraint is the
entire advantage.

The Deck That Was All Climax and No Plot

A boutique consulting firm was struggling to secure meetings
with mid-market targets despite strong existing relationships
and a methodology that worked.

71



B2B Marketing: Easier to Find. Harder to Choose.

Their twenty-five-slide capabilities deck was most of the
problem. Two slides on engagement terms. Five on broad
industry trends. Ten describing the technical details of the
methodology. Seven on past case study results. One closing
slide with contact information.

A movie with all climax and no plot. Prospects came away
confused about why the firm existed and why they should care.
Decision-makers found nothing to engage with early and tuned
out somewhere in the technical section.

We restructured the narrative around the sequence.

Purpose. They opened with the specific operational gap
they’d identified, an opportunity to streamline inefficient
workflows created by new regulatory requirements. That
created immediate resonance with companies looking for an
edge.

People. Then the founders’ backgrounds, framed as
experience leading a similar practice inside a major consulting
firm rather than as a pair of resumes. Prospects started seeing
insiders rather than service sellers.

Process. Then the discovery, scoping, and analysis
discipline, including projects they’d declined over unfavorable
risk factors alongside the ones that delivered. Judgment made
visible.

Safety. The declined projects did double duty here, and
neither of us understood that at the time. A firm that turns down
work it could have taken is a firm a buyer can defend hiring,
because the buyer can say “they told us no once already.”
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Product. Only after that foundation, the service details, with a
note that capacity limitations meant they were looking to
identify a small number of strong mutual fits.

Follow-up requests went from 10 percent to 65 percent.

The disciplined close, that they were determining who they’d
invite to become a client, was cited by multiple new clients as
central to their decision. They capped new client intake for the
quarter at ten and accepted eleven.

Making the engagement feel earned rather than sold changed

Making the engagement feel earned rather than sold

Before: the twenty-five-slide capabilities deck

After: the narrative restructured around the sequence

the economics of the entire pipeline. And the part that took me
longest to appreciate is that the mechanism had nothing to do
with scarcity. It was safety. A firm that turns people away is a
firm you can explain choosing.
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3. The Shortlist: Written
Months Ago

In 1983, a marathoner named Brian Maxwell hit the wall late in
a race he’d been leading.

He was good. A 2:14 marathoner, third-best in the world at one
point. He’d burned through everything his body had stored and
he still had miles to run. Physiologists call that glycogen
depletion, which is like calling a four-alarm house fire a simple
combustion event. Runners call it the wall, and the wall doesn’t
care how fit you are.

He kept running and finished seventh, which is the part of the
story I like. The wall beat a man who refused to stop for it.

So he started cooking in a Berkeley apartment with about fifty-
five thousand dollars, most of it his fee from a Xerox
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commercial, and in 1986 the PowerBar went on sale.
Chocolate and Malt-Nut. Thirty-nine dollars for three dozen by
mail order, promoted with flyers stuck under windshield wipers
in race parking lots.

Here’s the part worth stealing.

They skipped advertising and gave the bars away at races.
Free, in bulk, to runners who hadn’t bought anything and might
never buy anything, in the middle of the event rather than at
the finish or the expo table.

I've come to think of that as arriving at mile eighteen. Not at the
finish line, where a bar is a nice gesture. Not at the expo,
where it's a sample. Somewhere out on the course, before the
failure the runner can already feel coming.

Now consider what the runner does next. Race day arrives and
the first rule of endurance sport is nothing new on race day.
You do not experiment with fuel when the outcome matters.
Which means the bar that got handed to you at mile eighteen
of some Tuesday-evening 10K, when nothing was at stake, is
the bar you’ll carry when everything is.

The gift wasn’t the bar. The gift was arriving at the moment of
maximum uncertainty with something useful and no invoice.

The company eventually sold to Nestlé for $375 million. And
somewhere in the years after, it did what most successful
companies do. It moved its attention from the course to the
checkout.

Your Buyer Has a Mile Twenty-One

Every buyer you want has a moment where the thing they're
carrying gets heavier than they expected.
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The general counsel who realizes the regulatory exposure is
bigger than the memo suggested. The CFO who understands
that the audit committee is going to ask a question nobody has
prepared for. The founder who has been telling himself the
succession problem is next year’s problem.

That moment is not a purchase. It's a wall. And it happens long
before anybody in your firm knows a decision exists.

Which is why the sequence can’t open with an ask. Volume 21
of our Decision Science Series covers the research on
reciprocity and the give-first structure, and the mechanism is
older than marketing. Value delivered before anything is
requested changes what the request means when it finally
arrives. The cynical reading is that the buyer feels indebted.
The real mechanism is that you’ve already demonstrated the
thing the ask would otherwise be asking them to take on faith.

The firm that showed up at mile eighteen has answered the
question. The firm that shows up at the finish line with a
proposal is asking it.

Ninety-Four Percent

One number should change how you think about your
calendar.

6sense, in its 2025 Buyer Experience Report, asked buyers a
direct question: were you able to put your shortlist in order of
preference before engaging with sellers?
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The favorite was chosen before the evaluation started

68% 90%

94%

Ninety-four percent said yes.

And they bought from that preliminary favorite seventy-seven
percent of the time. (Nearly 4,000 respondents plus a
companion survey of 766. 6sense sells account-based
marketing software, so the finding flatters their business. It’s
also the most direct measurement of this that exists.)

Read it twice, because the implication is worse than it sounds.

By the time a formal buying process begins, the ranking
already exists. The RFP, the capabilities presentation, the
reference calls, the proposal, the negotiation, all of that
ceremony happens on top of an order of preference that was
established before anyone at your firm knew the client was
looking.

You are not competing to win the evaluation. You are
competing to have been the favorite before the evaluation
started.

Forrester's 2025 buyer research points the same direction:
sixty-eight percent of B2B buyers already have a front-runner
in mind at the very start. And 6sense found that more than
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ninety percent of buying group members had personal
experience with at least one vendor already under evaluation.

The field isn’t level when the whistle blows. The whistle blows
on a field that was tilted months ago.

I Spent Years on the Other Side of This

Before | did any of this for a living, | sat on the capital side as a
partner in private equity and venture, and | should tell you what
that did to my understanding of everything above.

Firms wanted our business. Law firms, accounting firms,
consultants, bankers, all of them, and they sent things. | can
describe with some precision what happened to most of it,
because I’'m the one it happened to.

| never once built a shortlist by reviewing submissions.

By the time we needed somebody, two or three names were
already sitting in my head. They’d gotten there through some
combination of a person | trusted saying something in passing,
and material I'd read at a moment when | wasn’t shopping for
anything at all. The formal process ratified a preference that
already existed. I'd have told you at the time that | ran a
rigorous evaluation, and | did run one. It just wasn'’t the part
that decided anything.

The firms that reached me were rarely the ones with the best
follow-up discipline. Several of the most persistent never got
considered for anything, and | couldn’t have told you their
names a month after they stopped calling.

What reached me was a specific kind of thing, and it took me
twenty years to work out why. Somebody had written
something that described a problem | was living with, at a time
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when | hadn’t yet decided the problem needed outside help. |
read it because it was useful. | remembered the firm because
the usefulness had a name attached.

That’s the whole mechanism, observed from the inside of the
buyer’s head, and every number in this chapter is a
measurement of it.

The uncomfortable part is that | went on to spend years
advising firms to do the opposite. Sharpen the follow-up.
Tighten the pitch. Improve the deck. All of it aimed at a window
that had already closed before anybody opened it.

Where the Ranking Comes From Now

So what builds that preliminary order?

G2 asked, surveying 1,169 B2B decision-makers in April of
2025, and the answer has changed in a way most firms haven’t
priced.

WHERE THE SHORTLIST COMES FROM
The largest influence on the shortlist is a channel
nobody in your firm has ever spoken to

Percent naming each channel the largest influence on their vendor shortlist

Generative Al chatbots
Software review sites

Vendor websites

most heavily, the relationship and the pitch, are the least influential in deciding who makes the lst.
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The single largest influence on vendor shortlists is now
generative Al chatbots, at 17.1 percent. Software review sites
follow at 15.1. Vendor websites come in at 12.8. Market
research firms at 10.6. Peers and colleagues at 8.9.
Salespeople, last, at 8.8. (G2 runs a review platform, and
review sites finishing second is convenient for them. The
relative ordering is still the most useful thing published on this.)

Look at the bottom of that list. The two channels professional
services firms invest in most heavily, the relationship and the
pitch, are the two least influential in deciding who makes the
list at all.

Look at the top of it. The channel with the largest influence is
one nobody in your firm has ever spoken to.

Relationships still work. What changed is that they now
operate downstream of a sort they never used to sit behind,
and a firm that only invests where it can see the buyer is
investing in the last twenty-three percent of the decision, which
is the share this chapter is about to derive.

The Click Stopped Happening

There’s a companion finding to that list, and it removes the
instrument most firms use to measure any of this.

SparkToro’s June 2026 analysis of American search behavior
put zero-click searches at 68.01 percent. Two-thirds of
searches now end where they started. The answer arrives
inside the result, and the visit that used to follow it doesn’t
happen.

Amanda Natividad, who runs marketing at SparkToro, has
spent a few years making the practical argument attached to
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that number, and she calls it zero-click marketing. The short
version: put the value where the audience already is, complete
on arrival, and stop engineering everything to produce a click
that fewer and fewer people are going to make.

| read that and recognized it, which was a slightly humbling
hour.

It's value-first delivery with the distribution problem solved. I've
been arguing for years that you give away the thinking before
you ask for anything, and I've been arguing it as a trust
mechanism, which it is. She’s describing the same behavior
from the delivery side. The click is disappearing, so the value
has to be whole wherever it lands. Two directions, one
instruction: what you publish has to be worth something to a
person who never arrives at your site.

Her audience is mostly marketing teams with content programs
and somebody whose actual job this is. Yours may be a forty-
person firm where the nearest thing to a content program is a
partner who writes when a matter closes. The instruction
survives the translation, and it gets easier rather than harder
on the way across, because a firm that publishes six things a
year has no volume strategy to defend.

What Value Is Not

Here’s where most firms hear “deliver value first” and do the
wrong thing at scale.

Your prospects are drowning in content. Firms do produce
more of it than they used to. The bigger change is that
producing genuinely useful-sounding material became free of
charge. Every competitor you have can generate polished,
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problem-focused, insight-laden articles in the time it takes to
write a decent subject line.

So volume stopped being evidence of anything. Publishing
more is now the cheapest available signal, which means it
carries the least information.

Value, in the sense that matters here, has three properties,
and none of them is length.

It arrives before it's requested. A useful thing offered after a
prospect identifies themselves is a sales asset. The same thing
offered before is a gift, and the difference is entirely in the
timing.

It costs you something to produce. Not money. Judgment. The
observation only somebody who was in the room could make.
The pattern nobody else has named. If a competitor could
generate it from a prompt, the buyer can too, and you’ve
handed them nothing.

And it's useful whether or not they hire you, which is the hard
one. Material engineered to be useless without an engagement
isn’t value, it's a demo. The test is whether a prospect could
act on it alone and be better off. If they can’t, you've written a
brochure with a longer word count.

Volume 24 of our Decision Science Series puts the scholarship
underneath a distinction marketing somehow managed to
forget. The discipline’s foundational thinkers did not define
marketing as promotion. Drucker, Levitt and Kotler began with
understanding the customer’s need, creating the appropriate fit
and making the resulting decision easier. Promotion belonged
inside marketing. It was never supposed to become the entire
job.
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Al has made promotion abundant. It has not made decision
support abundant, because helping someone decide still
requires understanding the situation, the uncertainty and the
consequences well enough to be useful.

The test fits into one question: what decision does this help
someone make? If the only answer is “whether to learn more
about us,” it is promotion wearing the clothes of value.

Disconnected content proves you’re publishing. A coherent
body of work creates recognition.

What to Publish, If You Only Ever Do One
Thing

Firms ask me for a content strategy and I've stopped giving
them one, because the document always outlives the behavior.
So here’s the smaller version, which is what survives.

The unit isn’t a piece of content. It's a piece of judgment.

Somewhere in your firm this month, a partner answered the
same question three separate times for three separate clients.
Different companies, different circumstances, same underlying
question. That repetition is the signal. It means the question is
common enough to matter and hard enough that people with
real problems are paying to have it answered.

Write that answer down. Not the polished version. The version
you gave the third client, after the first two taught you which
parts they didn’t need.

That’s the whole editorial calendar. Whatever you found
yourself explaining more than twice.

A few rules that make it work, and they’re all subtraction.
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Name what you’d turn down. A piece that says here’s how we
approach this problem is common. A piece that says here’s
when this approach is the wrong one, and here’s who you
should call instead, is nearly extinct, and it does something no
volume of the first kind will do. It costs you something visible.
Nobody fakes turning away work.

Write to twenty people, by name. Not a persona, not a
segment. Twenty actual human beings you'd like as clients,
whose companies you could describe from memory. If you
can’t picture one of them nodding at a specific sentence, that
sentence is doing nothing. This is the discipline behind the
partner and his three trade publications, and it's why his
version worked when a broadcast version wouldn’t have.

Set the cadence to what the firm can sustain in a bad quarter,
then never miss it. Six pieces a year that arrive is a body of
work. Twenty-four planned pieces that produce nine is a firm
that started something.

And put it where the record forms, which is the part firms skip.
The piece on your site is one source asserting something
about itself. The same thinking in a trade publication, on a
panel, in somebody else’s podcast, quoted in an association
newsletter, is the same claim arriving from four directions.
Chapter four covers why that matters mechanically. Chapter
five covers why the words have to match. For now: publishing
it only where you own it is publishing it once.

None of this requires a marketing department. It requires a
partner who’s willing to write down the thing they already know,
on a schedule, without asking for anything in the paragraph
after it.
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The Delayed Ask

Every instinct in a professional services firm fights this, and the
instinct has a good reason behind it.

Partners have finite hours. Business development is unbilled
time. Giving away thinking to somebody who may never sign
anything looks, on a time sheet, exactly like waste.

I’'ve run the arithmetic on the other side of that and it doesn’t
hold.

The research on proactive versus reactive selling is worth
knowing here, with a caveat attached. Emblaze, the research
arm of Corporate Visions, reports that proactively created
opportunities win at 33 to 41 percent while buyer-initiated ones
win at 18 to 25 percent, and that sellers with proactive habits
generate 19 to 30 percent higher annual revenue. (That report
is member-gated and publishes no sample size or field dates.
It’s vendor research and should be weighed as such. | include
it because the direction matches everything else in this
chapter, not because the decimals are trustworthy.)

Roughly double the win rate on opportunities you created
versus opportunities that arrived. Which is another way of
saying the same thing the shortlist data says: the deal is mostly
decided by who was there first, and being there first is a choice
about where you spend unbilled hours.

The firms waiting to be discovered are competing for the
twenty-three percent of deals that weren’t already settled.
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Most Influence, Least Visibility
FIRST CONTACT

THE BUYER'S DECISION FORMATION

94 percent of buying groups ranked their shortlist before engaging a seller
L

the most influence, and the least visibility into whether it's working

THE FIRM'S VISIBILITY

the Iast twenty-three percent of the decision

The Sentence Somebody Can Say in a
Meeting

There’s a finding that gets misread in this category constantly,
and getting it right matters for the next chapter.

Wynter surveyed a hundred B2B software marketing
executives and found word of mouth and peer
recommendation ranked as the single most influential factor in
deciding which vendors to consider, with seventy-three percent
putting it first. (A hundred people, all in SaaS, in 2024. Small
and narrow, and I'd hold it loosely if it stood alone.)

It doesn’t stand alone. LinkedIn’s B2B Institute, working with
Bain across 750 senior B2B buyers, found peer
recommendation three times more influential than whether an
option was cheaper or claimed better performance.

Three times. Against price. Against performance.

The standard reading is that people trust their friends. True,
and not the interesting part.
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The interesting part is that a peer recommendation is the only
piece of evidence in a professional services decision that the
buyer didn’t have to generate themselves and doesn’t have to
defend alone. “Companies like us use them” is a sentence
somebody can say in a meeting and survive. Every other input
on the list is a claim the buyer has to personally vouch for.

That thread runs into chapter four, and it starts here rather than
there because reciprocity is what produces it. The people who
recommend you are, overwhelmingly, people you gave
something to before you asked for anything.

Twenty Minutes Before a Question Gets
Asked

I'll give you the smallest version of this, because the large
version sounds like a program and the small one is what gets
done.

A firm | worked with had a partner who read three trade
publications every morning and forwarded relevant items to
clients. Nothing else. No commentary at first, just the item and
a line about why it mattered to that particular reader.

We changed one thing. Instead of sending to clients, he sent to
the twenty people he most wanted as clients, and he stopped
forwarding anything he hadn’t read closely enough to say
something specific about.

Volume went down by roughly ninety percent. Two to three
sends a week instead of twenty.

Inside a year the referrals had climbed enough that the
partners noticed without being told to look. And a large share
of them came from people who had never signed an
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engagement letter with the firm. Not clients. People who'd
been handed something useful, repeatedly, by somebody who
clearly wasn'’t selling.

You'll notice | didn’t give you a percentage there, and | want to
explain why, because it applies to every client result in this
book.

| have the recollection. | don’t have the paper trail. | watched
that firm’s referral pattern change and | can describe the shape
of it honestly, but | can’t hand you a document that proves a
number, and a book that spends a chapter telling you
unverifiable specifics are a liability cannot then spend the next
chapter carrying its own.

So the rule | gave that architect applies here. If a number can’t
be produced in five minutes, it comes out and gets replaced
with what’s verifiable. Every published statistic in this book has
a named source, a sample size, and a date. Every client story
has a mechanism you can test against your own practice, and
no decimals | can’t defend.

That trade costs the book some rhetorical punch. It buys
something I'd rather have.

What I'd defend more strongly than the number is the
mechanism, and the mechanism is boring. He gave away
twenty minutes a day of attention he already had, to a list of
twenty people he’d chosen deliberately, without asking for
anything, for long enough that it stopped looking like a tactic.

That’s the whole program. Most firms won'’t run it, because it
doesn’t produce a deliverable and it can’t be reported on for
eleven months.
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How You'd Know

A managing partner reaches this point and asks a fair
question. If the decisive period is invisible and the click is going
away, how would anybody tell whether the money is doing
anything?

You give up attribution and measure the market instead.

Attribution asks which touch produced the client, then answers
by crediting whichever touch happened to be traceable. That's
how the last click ends up taking credit for a preference formed
eleven months earlier in a conversation nobody logged.
Incrementality asks a duller question with a better answer
behind it. What happened where we did this, compared with
where we didn’t?

That’s a holdout. Two comparable metros, one gets the
program and one doesn’t. Or two practice groups. Or two
industry segments, if geography isn’t how your market divides.
Run it long enough for the pipeline to turn over, then compare.
I's ancient, unglamorous, and still the cleanest instrument
available.

Underneath that sits a set of measurements most firms have
never taken because nobody told them these were
measurements. Six of them, and they read in order, from the
earliest signal to the one that shows up in the bank.

Where you’re mentioned that you didn’t put

yourself. Third-party references, citations, an association
newsletter quoting you, somebody else’s post arguing with
something you wrote. This is the earliest indicator you have,
and it moves months before anything else on the list. It's also
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the only one that measures whether the record is forming,
which chapter four will explain is the thing the machine is
reading.

Whether people come looking by name. Branded
search, direct visits, subscribers, readers who come back. A
firm being discovered is a different event from a firm being
sought, and only the second one compounds. Most analytics
packages can separate these and almost nobody looks.

What the machines say about you. Write down ten
questions. Who are the best firms for this problem in this
market. What does this firm do. What kind of client does this
firm serve. Who should a company like mine call about this.
Run them against the major systems, record the answers
verbatim, and do it again every quarter.

That last one deserves a sentence of emphasis, because it
costs an hour and almost no firm has done it once. You will
find out, in about forty minutes, what the front door of your
market says about you. Some of it will be wrong. The wrong
parts are a work order.

The language prospects hand back to you. This is
the best measurement in this chapter and it doesn’t involve a
number at first. When somebody arrives in a first meeting
already using your framing, describing their problem in the
words you published, your material got there before you did.
Track it. Note the phrase, note the meeting, note whether they
knew where they picked it up, which they usually won’t. Twenty
of those and you have evidence no dashboard produces.

Its twin is subtraction. Objections that used to come up every
time and have stopped coming up. If nobody asks whether you
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have experience in their industry anymore, something
answered it before the meeting started.

The commercial numbers, read differently. Qualified
opportunities rather than inquiries. Time from first contact to
decision. Win rate specifically on work you weren’t asked to bid
against anybody for, which is the cleanest single indicator of
preference in this whole chapter. Average engagement value,
because being chosen for judgment rather than availability
shows up in the price.

What people keep asking you for. The question that
arrives repeatedly is a market telling you where the demand is,
and the firm that treats its inbox as research is running a study
nobody else in its category has funded.

Not one of those six requires anyone to click on anything.

And if all of that is more than your firm will sustain, there’s a
cheaper version, and it’s the question almost nobody asks.
Every new client, in the first meeting, gets asked how long
they’d known about the firm before they picked up the phone.
Write the answers down. Thirty of them will tell you something
no dashboard will, which is the true length of the period you've
been treating as noise.

The Cost of Being Findable and Nothing Else

Everything in this chapter is a claim about time, so here’s the
summary in those terms.

If ninety-four percent of buying groups rank their preferences
before making contact, and the preferred vendor wins seventy-
seven percent of the time, then the period during which your
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marketing has the most influence is precisely the period during
which you have the least visibility into whether it's working.

That’'s an uncomfortable investment case. It's also the actual
one.

The firm optimizing for the visible part of the funnel is
optimizing the last twenty-three percent of a decision. The firm
building recognition before anyone identifies themselves is
playing for the other seventy-seven, and won'’t be able to prove
it for a year.

Being at the finish line with a proposal is easy to measure and
mostly too late. Being at mile eighteen with something useful is
hard to measure and mostly why you win.

Pick accordingly.
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4. Being Found Was Last
Decade's Problem

In 1973, three researchers hired an actor.

They gave him a name, Dr. Myron L. Fox, a curriculum vitae
with nothing true in it, and a specialty: the application of
mathematics to human behavior. Then they put him in front of
fifty-five psychiatrists, psychologists, social workers, educators,
and administrators to deliver a lecture titled “Mathematical
Game Theory as Applied to Physician Education.”

The lecture was built to be worthless. Double talk, invented
terminology, non sequiturs, statements that contradicted
statements he’d made ninety seconds earlier, the whole thing
delivered with warmth, timing, and the occasional joke.
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The evaluations came back excellent. All three audiences, at p
less than .001. One respondent wrote that he had a warm
manner. Another said he was captivating. A third reported
having read Dr. Fox’s publications, which was an impressive
feat, given that Dr. Fox was an actor and the publications didn’t
exist.

That's where the story usually stops. You’ve probably heard it
as proof that expertise is theater and audiences are gullible,
which is a satisfying thing to believe about other people.

It's also wrong, and the correction is more useful than the
story.

In 2014, Eyal Peer and Elisha Babad went back through the
original data in the Journal of Educational Psychology and
found that Naftulin and his colleagues had overread their own
results. The audience did rate the delivery highly. When the
questionnaire asked them directly whether they’d learned
anything, they said no. Somewhere between 59 and 70
percent gave favorable evaluations overall. Between 27 and 37
percent reported learning something. The gap was statistically

The room was not fooled
hat the fifty-five participants reported, reanalyzed in 2014 from the criginal 1973 lecture data

That was an enjoyable hour. | got nothing out of it.
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significant, and it had been sitting in the 1973 numbers the
entire time, waiting forty-one years for somebody to look.

So the room wasn’t fooled.

The room was doing something considerably more interesting
than being fooled. Those fifty-five people held two judgments
simultaneously, kept them separate, and reported both of them
accurately. That was an enjoyable hour. | got nothing out of it.

I've watched people do exactly that in conference rooms for
thirty-five years. They’ll compliment the presentation on the
way out and never call.

Now put that next to the thing sorting your firm.

A retrieval system reads your material and scores it. It has
access to precisely one of those two judgments. It can
evaluate whether your writing carries the shape of rigor, the
markers, the structure, the specificity, the citations. It has no
second channel for whether the rigor is real, and no capacity to
sit back afterward and think that was polished and | learned
nothing.

The room could tell. The machine can't.

Everything else in this chapter follows from that one
asymmetry.

What Got Solved

For twenty-five years, the marketing problem in professional
services was findability. Get the firm into the directory, then the
phone book, then the search results, then page one of the
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search results. An entire industry grew up around the question
of whether a buyer could locate you.

That question is over. Your next client can find forty firms in
four seconds, including eleven they’d never have encountered
in 1998 and three that don’t have an office within a thousand
miles of them.

Findability got solved, then it got commoditized, and
commoditized capabilities stop being advantages. | watched
that happen to my own company from the inside, which is why
I’m confident about the shape of it and cautious about the
timing. What replaced it is a harder problem with a worse
name.

Interpretability, which is whether the thing doing the finding can
work out what you are, who you serve, and what you’re for,
with enough confidence to put you in a set of three.

Most firms are still spending against the solved problem, which
is the whole reason this chapter exists. It’s also the reason the
industry selling to those firms has had such a productive
eighteen months.

The Duck

Let me show you what the machine is doing, because a
demonstration beats an explanation here.

An SEO researcher named Mark Williams-Cook built a web
page for a fictional t-shirt company called DUCK YEA. The
visible page said nothing about where the company was
located. No address anywhere in the text a person would read.

He then added structured data to the page, the JSON-LD
markup that firms pay agencies to install, and he made it
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deliberately, aggressively invalid. The context URL pointed at a
schema that doesn’t exist. The business type was
“MallardEnterprise,” which isn’t a thing. The properties included
waddleStyle, nestingGrounds, reedNumber, puddle,
featherCode, and quackVolume. It was syntactically valid
JSON and, as Williams-Cook put it, “as far as Schema.org is
concerned this is unmitigated nonsense.”

Buried in that nonsense was an address: Reed Number 77,
The Muddy Bank, South Pondshire, DK99 YEA, United
Queendom.

Then he asked ChatGPT and Perplexity where DUCK YEA
was located.

Both of them told him. Reed Number 77, The Muddy Bank, the
whole thing.

Perplexity added a detail that’s worth pausing on. It said it had
found the answer in the page’s embedded structured data.

It hadn’t. There was no valid structured data on that page for
anything to be found in. The model had read some strange-
looking text near the top of a document, pulled an address-
shaped string out of it, and then narrated a parsing step it
never performed, in the confident register of a system
explaining its work.

Sit with that one for a second, because it's the whole chapter in
a single experiment. What the machine read was slightly weird
prose. What it then reported reading was a data structure. It
described its own process wrong, fluently, without a flicker of
hesitation.

Williams-Cook is careful about what this proves, and | want to
be careful with him, because the care is the point. His own
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caveat: “What it does not, on its own, prove is that LLMs ignore
schema entirely. A system that consulted schema and fell back
to text extraction would produce the same answer here.”

The man who ran the experiment is the one refusing to
overclaim it. Everybody quoting the experiment has been less
disciplined than the person who conducted it, which tells you
roughly everything about the evidentiary standards in this
category right now.

Two More Things You've Been Sold

The schema question got a bigger test.

Ahrefs tracked 1,885 pages that added JSON-LD markup
between August 2025 and March 2026, matched against
roughly 4,000 control pages, and measured Al citations across
three systems in thirty-day windows before and after. Google
Al Mode went up 2.4 percent. ChatGPT went up 2.2 percent.
Both are indistinguishable from noise. Al Overviews went down
4.6 percent, and that one was statistically significant, at roughly
one-in-2,500 odds of happening by chance.

Adding JSON-LD moved nothing, except one number down
Change in Al citations across 1,885 pages that added JSON-LD markup, in thirty-day windows before and after

Google Al Mode indistinguishable from noise @ +2.4
ChatGPT indistinguishable from noise @ +2.2

Al Overviews ® minus 4.6

statistically significant, roughly one-in-2,500 odds of happening by chanke

0
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Ahrefs sells SEO software, so you should know that a finding
this deflationary runs against their own commercial interest,
which makes it more believable rather than less.

The honest caveat matters more than the headline, and Ahrefs
states it themselves. Every page in that dataset already had
100-plus Al Overview citations before any schema was added.
This is a study of pages that were already winning. It shows
schema adds nothing once you’re visible. It says nothing about
whether schema helps a page that’s invisible today, and the
authors say so plainly.

Then there’s “lims.txt’, which had a good run.

The idea was that you'd publish a file telling Al crawlers what
your site is and how to read it, the way ‘robots.txt™ tells search
engines what to skip. Agencies sold the installation.
Conference speakers recommended it. Ahrefs scanned
137,210 domains, found roughly 38,000 with a valid file in
place, and discovered that 97 percent of those files had never
been requested by anything. Not once. Google’s John Mueller
called the format “purely speculative for now,” which is
diplomatic. That quote traces back through a single report, so
hold it loosely.

Thirty-eight thousand websites published a document that
nothing read.

| keep coming back to a line | wrote about résumés a while
ago, because it fits here better than it did there. That’s the
professional services version of dressing for the scanner
instead of the meeting. You can spend a whole budget getting
machine-readable in ways nothing reads, and the tell is always
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the same: the tactic is cheap, universal, and requires you to
change nothing about what you think.

You Cannot Rank in a System That Does Not
Rank

Here’s the one that should change how you buy.

SparkToro ran twelve prompts across three Al assistants,
executing them 2,961 times total. They wanted to know
something basic. If you ask the same assistant the same
question twice, do you get the same list of companies?

You don't.

Take any two of a hundred runs of the same prompt. The odds
that the same set of brands comes back are worse than one in
a hundred. The odds that they come back in the same order
are worse than one in a thousand.

Now read the phrase “our Al visibility ranking” one more time.

There’s no ranking. There’s a distribution, and the thing being
sold as a rank is one sample from it, taken once, on a
Tuesday, and put on a dashboard with a number next to it that
implies a precision the underlying system doesn’t possess.

Julius Schulte worked out what it'd take to measure this
honestly, in a paper with the best title in the field: Don’t
Measure Once. To get the standard error on a brand-visibility
estimate below a tenth, you need on the order of seven runs
per prompt per day. Source-level coverage needs eight. And
you need a window of three to four weeks before the number
settles into a range of roughly 0.05 to 0.08.
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Seven runs a day for a month, per prompt, to produce one
defensible number.

Ask the next vendor who shows you an Al visibility score how
many times they ran it. If the answer is once a day, or once a
week, you're buying noise with a decimal point on it. That isn’t
a reason to stop measuring. It's a reason to stop believing a
number that moved four points last month meant anything
happened.

What the Evidence Supports

So what does move?

The most useful thing published on this is a study by
Vishwakarma and colleagues, presented at SIGIR in 2026:
252,000 trials across six models, with brand names stripped
out so the models were judging content properties instead of
reputation. That last design choice is what makes it worth your
attention. It isolates the thing you can change.

Two tiers came out of it, and the difference between them is
the difference between getting in the door and winning the
room.

The four gates. Each of these carries an odds ratio above
ten thousand, which in plain terms means failing one removes
you. No points deducted, no partial credit, no making it up
further down the page.

Exact topical match to the question as the buyer asked it. Price
or cost information present on the page. Position in the
retrieved context. A recent, visible timestamp.
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The seven differentiators. These decide placement
among the material that got through the gates. Depth on a
narrow subject rather than coverage of a broad one.
Specifications and numbers. Evidence attached to the claims it
supports. Internal consistency, at odds ratios between 1.74
and 4.09. The absence of hedging. Comparisons included
rather than avoided. And query-term match, the keyword gap,
running between 5.99 and 40.0.

That last one gets left off most summaries of this paper, and
it's the most actionable item on the list. The words the buyer
uses have to appear in your material. Not synonyms of them.
Not the more elegant phrasing your marketing committee
preferred. Theirs.

Now the finding to tape to a wall.

Formatting and content structure showed no measurable
effect. The range on that factor runs 0.79 to 1.68, which
straddles one, which means nothing.

Every headline hierarchy, bullet conversion, and FAQ block
sold to you as machine optimization, null.

One nuance so I’'m not overstating it, since the overstating is
what I'm objecting to. The paper tested two structural factors.
Content Structure is the null one. The other, Scattered
Information, runs 1.13 to 3.87, and that’s real. Spreading a
single idea across four pages hurts you. Making the page
pretty doesn’t help you. Those are different claims and they get
collapsed constantly by people quoting this paper to sell a
redesign.

The Gate Almost Nobody in This Business
Clears
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Go back to the four gates and look at the second one.

Price or cost information present. Odds ratio above ten
thousand. Fail it and you're out of the set before any of your
thinking gets evaluated.

Now go look at your website.

Professional services firms fail this gate almost universally, and
we’ve built an entire professional culture around the reasons.
Every matter is different. Every engagement is scoped.
Quoting a number invites comparison on price, which is the
one axis where we lose. I've made that argument myself, to
clients, persuasively, for years.

It was never as strong as it sounded, and now it has a cost you
can measure.

What the gate wants is economic information a reader can
orient against. A rate card would satisfy it. So would
considerably less. A stated range. A minimum engagement. A
structure, as in we work on retainer, typically between these
two numbers, with the diagnostic phase billed separately. Any
of that clears it.

Buyers want it independently of the machine. TrustRadius
found pricing to be the single most cited frustration among
software buyers evaluating vendors, which is a different market
from yours with the same human being sitting in it.

You're withholding a number to avoid a conversation about
price, and what happens instead is that the conversation never
starts. Now it fails to start twice. Once with the buyer who
bounced off a page that told them nothing, and once inside a
system that filtered you out before the buyer saw the page at
all.
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The Machine Is Not Persuaded. It Is

Getting In the Door and Winning the Room

The Four Gates

Binary. Each carries an odds ratio above ten thousand. Failing one removes you
to the question as the information present retrieved context timestamp
buyer asked it on the page
The gate almost nobaody in this business clears
\I/ the material that got through the gates
The Seven Differentiators
These decide placement among the material that got through the gates.
1 Depth on a narrow subject rather than coverage of a broad ane
2 Specifications and numbers
3 Evidence attached to the claims it supports
4 Internal consistency ‘odds ratios 174 to 4.09
5 The absence of hedging
6 Comparisons included rather than avoided
7 Query-term match, the keyword gap 599 t0 400
Formatting-and-content-structure no measurable effect, 0.79 to 1.68

rs decide placement among what got through.

Corroborated.

If you take one sentence out of this chapter, take that one.

Persuasion requires something to be persuaded. A retrieval
system can’t be convinced, can’t develop confidence, can’t
have the experience of being won over by an argument. What
it can do is check whether a claim shows up in more than one
place, attributed, consistently worded, and unopposed.
Confidence isn’t available to it, so it substitutes agreement.

Schuster, Gautam and Markert put numbers on this. Thirteen
models, 7,440 pairs of conflicting sources, Kendall’s W of 0.74,
which means the models agreed with each other about which
source to believe far more than they disagreed. Two findings
inside that should worry you.
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Attribution itself functions as a signal. Models preferred
information that carried a citation, independent of whether the
cited source was any good. The presence of the apparatus
counted.

And repetition from low-credibility sources could override a
strong source outright. Say a weak thing in enough places and
it beats a good thing said once.

Neither of those findings is one | enjoy repeating. They
describe a system that rewards volume and formal appearance
over quality, which describes most of what’s already wrong
with marketing. They’re still the conditions, and the strategic
consequence is direct.

Consistency stops being a technical property and becomes an
editorial one.

Your positioning statement, your practice descriptions, your
bios, your proposal boilerplate, the way you describe what you
do on a podcast, the sentence a partner uses at a conference.
Every one of those is a source, and any two of them that
disagree are a conflict the system has to resolve, using rules
you don’t control and can’t inspect.

For most of marketing history, that inconsistency was invisible.
No human being has ever read all of your firm’s material. Not
one. Not your marketing director, not the partner who wrote
half of it, nobody.

Something reads all of it now. Every time.

That’s chapter five, and it's the tax nobody knew they were
paying.

Write Like the Paragraph Will Travel Alone
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There’s a practical instruction hiding in all of this, and it's the
cheapest change in the book.

Retrieval moves fragments, never whole documents. A chunk
of your material gets lifted out, stripped of the heading above it
and the paragraph before it, and dropped into a context
assembled from six other sources. Where the cuts fall isn’t
your decision. Whether the fragment still means anything after
the cut is entirely your decision.

So write every paragraph as though it'll be read by someone
who has never seen the one above it.

Here’s what that means in practice, because an instruction
without a demonstration is a preference.

Before:

This approach has proven effective across a range
of engagements. It reduces the risk we discussed
earlier and shortens the timeline considerably. Most
of our clients see the difference within the first
quarter.

Read it the way a retrieval system will. Alone. No heading
above it, no paragraph before it, dropped between two
fragments from other companies. This approach, which
approach. The risk we discussed earlier, which risk, discussed
where. Most of our clients, whose clients. Nothing in it survives
the trip, and the model will either drop it or fill the gaps itself.

After:

Sequencing a succession plan against the
operating calendar rather than the tax calendar
reduces the risk of a forced sale during a working-
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capital squeeze, and typically shortens the
transition by two to four months. In manufacturing
engagements, owners see the first effect inside one
quarter.

Same claim. Near enough the same length. Every noun carries
its own referent, the claim names its own domain, and the
fragment means the same thing standing alone as it does in
place.

That'’s the entire technique, and it costs nothing except the
habit.

Name the subject in the paragraph. No orphan pronouns doing
work that depends on a previous sentence. If a paragraph
opens with “this approach,” you’ve written a sentence that
becomes meaningless the moment it travels, and it will travel.
Every claim carries its own number, its own date, its own
definition, rather than borrowing them from three paragraphs
earlier where the reader met them.

Xu, Igbal and Montgomery went through 55,393 queries and
98,020 individual claims inside Al-generated answers,
checking each claim against the source it was attributed to.
Eleven percent of them didn’t match.

Eleven percent of the statements carrying somebody’s name
on them, in a system that’s currently deciding whether your
firm belongs on a list of three.

Some of that is the model. Some of it is us. We write
paragraphs that only survive in the company of their neighbors,
and then we’re surprised when one gets quoted by itself and
comes back meaning something adjacent to what we said.
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Thirty years building a reputation, and now something
summarizes it in four sentences. It gets one of them wrong.

The model is out of your hands. How hard those four
sentences are to get wrong is entirely in them, and the price is
the discipline to write every paragraph as though it'll be read by
itself.

The Boring Part, Which Is the Part That
Works

Everything above is editorial. This part is plumbing, it's cheap,
and it has the least ambiguous evidence in the chapter.

Crawlers can't cite what they can’t reach. When Vercel
measured crawler behavior, ChatGPT’s crawler hit 404s on
34.8 percent of its requests and Anthropic’s on 34.2, against
Googlebot’s 8.2. That data’s from December 2024 and it's
twenty months old in the fastest-moving corner of this field, so
treat the numbers as directional. The direction is that a third of
what those crawlers reached for wasn'’t there.

THE BORING PART THAT WORKS

Crawlers can't cite what they can't reach

rcel’s measurement of Al crawler behavior, December 2024; twenty months old, so treat the numbers as directiona

Share of crawler requests that hit a 404

Anthropic's crawler

34.2%

JavaScript rendering, from the same Vercel post
RENDER JAVASCRIPT DO NOT RENDER JAVASCRIPT

® Google's Gemini, through Googlebot's infrastructure O  OpenAl's crawler

® AppleBot

Anthropic's
Meta's

ByteDat
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A related myth needs killing, since I've now heard it from three
consultants. “No Al crawler executes JavaScript” is wrong, and
it's wrong according to the same Vercel post everybody’s citing
for it. OpenAl’s, Anthropic’s, Meta’s, ByteDance’s, and
Perplexity’s crawlers don’t render JavaScript. Google’s Gemini
does, through Googlebot’s infrastructure, and so does
AppleBot. Same staleness caveat applies. The useful version
of the advice is that anything you need read should exist in the
HTML, which was good practice before any of this and will be
good practice after.

And the one with no ambiguity at all. Grossman and
colleagues, also at SIGIR 2026, checked twenty-one major
publishers who blocked Google-Extended in their robots files.
Gemini cited them zero times. Not rarely. Zero.

Somebody in your firm may have blocked Al crawlers eighteen
months ago, on principle, during a partner meeting where the
principle sounded right. It's worth finding out. That decision is
still running, and it’s the only setting in this chapter that’s fully
deterministic.

The Part I'd Rather Not Have Noticed

Back to Dr. Fox, because there’s a version of this argument I'd
rather not publish and would rather not have somebody else
publish first.

If a system can evaluate the shape of rigor and can’t evaluate
rigor, then the shape is purchasable.

Yerin Hwang and colleagues tested it directly. They took
identical answers to math problems, some of them wrong, and
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wrapped them in seven classical persuasion techniques. Then
they had language models grade the results. Across six
benchmarks, the persuasive framing pushed judges into
inflating scores on incorrect solutions, by as much as eight
percent.

Wrong answers, dressed better, scored higher.

And | owe you a confession about how | know this. An earlier
draft of this chapter cited a different paper for the same finding,
attributed to a researcher named Puerto, along with a widely
circulated multiple of 7.7x. A reviewer went looking for it. The
paper doesn’t exist. The number appears in nothing. Worse,
there is a real researcher named Puerto with a real paper
covering six domains, and it concludes the opposite of what |
had him saying.

| don’t know how it got in. | know it survived my own verification
pass, which caught eleven other things, and it sat in the
chapter about evidentiary standards for a week.

The uncomfortable corollary stands anyway. You could hire
someone to generate material with all the markers of rigor and
none of the work behind it. Specific numbers, named sources,
confident register, no hedging, comparisons included. It'd
score. For a while, it'd score well.

| want to give you a reason not to that isn’t a lecture about
integrity, because the people who need the lecture won’t read
it and the people reading it don’t need it.

So take the practical one. Every gap between what a system
rewards and what it should reward gets closed. Directory
spam, link farms, keyword stuffing, content mills, review
manipulation. I've watched five of these cycles now, and the
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pattern doesn’t vary: the gap is lucrative, then it's crowded,
then it’s detected, then it's penalized, and the penalty lands
hardest on whoever was furthest out on the limb. Disclosure
rules are already being drafted. The detection is already being
built by the same companies whose systems are being gamed.

Making genuine rigor legible and faking its appearance
produce the same output today. In three years they won’t, and
only one of them still exists on your website.

Which is the answer to a question professional services firms
have been asking me for two years, usually in a tone of some
despair. If a machine can generate the appearance of
expertise, what’s left for us?

I'd add that the question has teeth, and | know because it got
pointed at me. The firm in chapter two that thought my work
looked machine-made was performing this exact test, badly,
from the outside, with no way to check. That’s going to happen
to you too, and the only defense is material that could only
have come from somebody who was in the room.

What'’s left is the part the machine is imitating.

Findable Was the Easy Part

Two things are true at once here and the chapter fails if you
leave with only one.

The mechanism is real. Buyers are using these systems, the
systems are filtering, the filters respond to properties you
control, and the firms that get interpretable early get a
structural advantage over the ones that get there in 2029.
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And the volume is still small. Conductor measured Al referral
traffic across 13,770 domains and found it averaging 1.08
percent, with an eleven-fold spread underneath the average,
from IT at 2.80 percent down to communication services at
0.25. Professional services sits near the bottom of every
version of this measurement I've seen.

An eleven-fold spread underneath the average
Al referral as a share of site traffic, measured across 13,770 domains

All-industry average ‘ 1.08%

Communication services - 0.25%

So anybody telling you that Al search is currently your channel
is selling something, and I'd want to know what.

The right way to hold this is that you're buying insurance while
it's cheap. Making your firm interpretable costs you a handful
of decisions about how you write and one afternoon with
whoever owns the website. It pays nothing this quarter. It
prevents a specific outcome later, which is a system that can’t
work out what you are, in a market where that system has
become the front door.

Getting invited into the room has always been the hard part.
The invitations aren’t coming only from humans anymore.
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The thing deciding whether to send you one can see the shape
of your thinking, and never the thinking itself. Everything in this
chapter is about that gap. The next one is about a version of
the gap you created yourself, in twelve different documents,
over eleven years, without noticing.
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5. The Fragmentation Tax

On September 23, 1999, after nine and a half months in transit,
the Mars Climate Orbiter reached Mars, entered the
atmosphere roughly a hundred and seventy kilometers lower
than it was supposed to, and came apart.

No component failed. Nothing exploded. Nobody made a
mistake in the sense that anybody was wrong.

The Mishap Investigation Board published its Phase | report on
November 10 and stated the root cause in one line: “The
failure to use metric units in the coding of a ground software
file, ’'Small Forces,’ used in trajectory models.”

Here’s what that means in practice. Lockheed Martin’s ground
software calculated thruster impulse and reported it in pound-
force seconds. The navigation team at JPL fed those numbers
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into trajectory models built to receive newton-seconds. Both
pieces of software worked correctly. Both teams were internally
consistent. Each set of documents was right in its own units.

The two of them together were off by a factor of about 4.45, all
the way to Mars.

Now read the part of the report that should keep you up at
night. Among the contributing causes, the board found that a
Software Interface Specification existed, defining exactly which
units belonged where. It had been written. It was sitting there.

It just wasn’t used in the development and testing of the
ground software.

Somebody wrote that specification, filed it, and moved on. For
nine and a half months, two groups of extremely capable
people produced perfectly correct work that disagreed with
each other, and nobody read both documents in the same
sitting.

A hundred and twenty-five million dollars for the spacecraft.
Three hundred and twenty-eight for the mission.

Your firm has a Small Forces file. Every professional services
firm I've worked with has one, usually several, and they’'ve
been running for years.

What | Named It, and Why

| called this the Fragmentation Tax a few years ago, and the
name has held up better than most things I've named.

It's what a firm loses when its channels tell different stories.
The LinkedIn post, the email sequence, the website, the
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capabilities deck, and the partner in the room each carrying a
slightly different version of who the firm is and what it’s for.

The defining property is that it never appears on a marketing
report. There’s no line item. No campaign underperforms
because of it. It accumulates one touchpoint at a time, as
prospects take in signals that don’t line up and quietly file the
firm under something’s off before any deliberate evaluation
begins.

Every firm pays it. Aimost nobody knows the rate.

The Part That Just Changed

For the entire history of marketing, that tax was collected in the
dark, and there’s a specific reason why.

Nobody read everything.

No human being has ever read all of your firm’s material. Not
your marketing director, who inherited two-thirds of it. Not the
partner who wrote half of it and hasn’t looked at their own bio
since 2019. Not your best client. Not your worst competitor.
The inconsistency was real the whole time and structurally
invisible, because reading all of it was a job nobody had.

Something reads all of it now. Every time somebody asks
about your category.

It reads the website, the bios, the bylined article in the trade
press, the podcast transcript, the conference abstract, the
directory listing, the review, and the profile a former partner
never updated. It holds them next to each other, notices where
they disagree, and resolves the disagreement using rules you
don’t control, can’t inspect, and will never see the output of.
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And it has no instinct to give you the benefit of the doubt,
because it has no instincts.

The SIGIR work | cited in the last chapter measured this
directly. Internal consistency sits among the seven
differentiators, with odds ratios between 1.74 and 4.09.
Contradiction inside your own material is a measurable
penalty, applied by a system that found the contradiction in a
fraction of a second doing something no person has ever
bothered to do.

Then there’s the finding from Schuster, Gautam and Markert
that | keep turning over. Thirteen models, 7,440 pairs of
conflicting sources, and repetition from weak sources able to
override a strong one outright.

Two of your own documents disagreeing is a conflict. The
system will settle it. You won'’t be consulted.

The Buyers Already Noticed

I'd like to tell you this is a machine problem you can put on a
technology roadmap. The humans got there first.

Gartner surveyed 632 B2B buyers in August and September of
2024 and found that 69 percent reported inconsistencies
between what a supplier’s website said and what that
supplier’'s own sellers said.

Seven in ten.

Sit with the mechanics of that for a second. It means the buyer
read the site, then talked to a person from the same company,
and caught the two of them telling different stories. Not a subtle
drift in emphasis. A gap large enough that somebody outside
the organization, with no map of your internal politics and no
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reason to look hard, spotted it in the ordinary course of doing
their homework.

From the same 632 people: 73 percent actively avoid suppliers
who send them irrelevant outreach. That number gets quoted
as an argument for better targeting. Read it alongside the first
one and it's an argument about coherence. Irrelevance and
inconsistency are the same failure viewed from two angles,
which is a firm that hasn’t decided what it’s for talking to
somebody who needs to know.

McKinsey’s B2B Pulse, roughly 4,000 buyers across thirteen
countries, found inconsistent information across a supplier’s
teams sitting at the top of the list of reasons buyers switch. The
specific inconsistency they measure is about price, availability,
and lead time, which is worth saying out loud, because the
failure is a buyer getting three different answers to the same
question rather than disliking any one of them.

And remember the size of the audience. Forrester puts a
typical B2B buying group at thirteen internal stakeholders and
nine outside influencers, with those groups roughly doubling
when the purchase involves Al capabilities. Twenty-two
people, each encountering your firm through a different door,
at a different moment, in a different mood.

Twenty-two chances to meet a different version of you.

The Numbers | Took Out of This Chapter

| owe you a disclosure, and it's uncomfortable enough that |
considered burying it in an endnote.
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The Numbers | Took Out of This Chapter

THE NUMBER AS IT CIRCULATES WHAT THE PRIMARY SOURCE MEASURED VERDICT
287 percent higher purchase rate for Omnisend measurad marketing campaigns, never buyers.
buyers on three or more channels An earlier release put the same finding at 250 percent. The

unit is 2n automated retail workflow. No B28 data in it.

89 percent retention for strong Aberdeen Group, October 2013, contact center research on Kept, with a date stamp
omnichannel firms against 33 for weak moving a customer between phone and chat. The 89 is real and a warning label
The 33 appears only in trade coverage of it

32 percent of customers leave after a PwC, 15,000 consumers across twelve countries. The original
single inconsistent experience reads one bad experience, not inconsistent. The US figure for
leaving after one bad experience is 17 percent.

10 to 20 percent revenue growth from A vendor survey asking respondents what they imagined
brand consistency would happen. Nothing was measured. The same vendor has
published 23 and 33 percent for the same idea in other years.

95 percent of firms have brand Three separate studies from three different years spliced
quidelines; only a quarter enforce them into one sentence. None sampled a professional services
firm.

When | first wrote about the Fragmentation Tax, | supported it
with the statistics everyone in marketing uses for this
argument. A 287% higher purchase rate for buyers engaging
across three or more channels. 89% percent customer
retention for strong omnichannel firms against 33% for weak
ones. 32% of customers leaving after a single inconsistent
experience. 10-20% revenue growth attributable to brand
consistency. 95% of firms with brand guidelines and only a
quarter enforcing them.

Before this chapter went into the book, | ran every one of them
back to its primary source. Here’s what came back.

The 287% comes from Omnisend, an ecommerce email and
SMS platform, and it measures marketing campaigns, never
buyers. Their own earlier release put the same finding at
250%. The unit of analysis is an automated retail workflow.
The word “synchronized” appears nowhere in it. There is no
B2B data in the study at all.
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The 89% vs. 33% is Aberdeen Group, published October 2013,
and it's contact center research about whether a company can
move a customer between phone and chat without losing the
thread. The 89% is real. The 33% doesn’t appear in any
Aberdeen document | could retrieve, only in trade coverage of
it.

The 32% is PwC, 15,000 consumers across twelve countries,
and the original sentence reads “would stop doing business
with a brand they loved after one bad experience.” I'd been
quoting it as inconsistent. Those aren’t the same word and the
substitution was mine. Worse, the US figure for leaving after
one bad experience is 17%, which is a number I'd been
walking straight past.

The 10 to 20% revenue growth is a vendor survey in which
respondents were asked what they imagined would happen to
revenue if their brand were consistent. Nothing was measured.
The same vendor has published 23% and 33% for the same
idea in other years.

And the guidelines statistics are three separate studies from
three different years spliced into one sentence, none of which
sampled a professional services firm.

Four of five, unusable. The fifth needs a date stamp and a
warning label.

I’'m not scolding anyone here. | published them. They were in a
paper with my name on it, and | put them there because they
were in every deck I'd seen for a decade and | never once
asked where they came from.

Which is a fairly on-the-nose demonstration of the thing this
chapter is about. | had inconsistent information inside my own
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body of work, sitting in plain sight, and it stayed there until
something read all of it in one pass.

The argument survives without them. It’s better without them,
because everything replacing them was measured on actual
B2B buyers making actual professional purchases, and none
of it came from a company selling brand-templating software.

Why It Costs More Than It Looks

The mechanism underneath the numbers is the reason
inconsistency does more damage in this category than in
almost any other.

Kahneman’s two systems. System 1 is fast, automatic, and
pattern-driven. It reads a room in a second and decides
whether anything deserves closer attention. System 2 is the
deliberate one, the one that reads the proposal and checks the
references, and it's expensive to run and reluctant to start.

System 1 decides whether System 2 ever engages.

It's also unusually good at detecting inconsistency, for reasons
that have nothing to do with marketing. Across most of human
history, a story that changed depending on who was telling it
was a reliable signal of something worth avoiding. That
machinery is still running, and it doesn’t switch off because the
story is being told by a law firm.

So when a prospect encounters a CPA firm whose LinkedIn
talks about aggressive tax positions, whose email talks about
compliance and risk reduction, and whose website leads with
wealth advisory, their System 2 would have to do real work
reconciling the three. It won’t. It'll do what Kahneman describes
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as seeking cognitive ease, which is a technical way of saying
the prospect closes the tab.

Naming the problem would take the deliberate system they
never engaged, so nobody names it. They move on. Ask them
a month later why they didn’t call and they’ll tell you they don’t
remember the firm.

Cialdini’s consistency principle runs in both directions and
that’s the part firms miss. A coherent narrative lets small
commitments escalate into larger ones, because people work
to stay consistent with positions they’ve already taken.
Reading your article, attending your webinar, taking your call.
Each one is a small stake in a story, and the stakes compound.

Contradict the story and you’ve asked them to abandon the
commitment they were building rather than stay consistent with
something incoherent. The escalation reverses, and nobody
announces the reversal. What shows up instead is a prospect
who starts finding problems, questioning credentials,
discovering reasons the timing isn’t right.

Ariely’s work on anchoring explains why this compounds
instead of averaging out. The first impression sets the frame,
and every later touchpoint gets interpreted through it.
Reinforce the anchor and each subsequent contact is worth
more than the last. Contradict it and you’re spending money to
create confusion.

Prospect theory finishes the argument. Losses register more
heavily than equivalent gains. Each inconsistent touchpoint is a
small loss of clarity, and the small losses accumulate faster
than the positive impressions can offset them.
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Which is why a firm can increase its marketing spend, increase
its output, increase its channel coverage, and go backwards.

How It Shows Up in Your Firm

Fragmentation takes a specific shape depending on what kind
of firm you’re running, and it's worth naming yours.

Law practices fragment across practice groups. Each group
builds its own messaging, its own content voice, its own
positioning, usually because each group has its own rainmaker

Where the Story Fractures

FIRM TYPE WHERE THE STORY FRACTURES

The client evaluating the firm experiences

Law practices
Severd s One letie several firms sharing a letterhead.

A business owner who talks to three partners
gets three framings of what the firm is worth,
and the aggregate reads as confusion.

CPA firms
three partners, three framings

. . The prospect who consumed all three arrives
Consulting firms

‘ - at the first meeting already unsure what
three artifacts, three eras

they're evaluating.

and its own budget. The client evaluating the firm experiences
several firms sharing a letterhead. Institutional credibility
collapses down to practice-area credibility, which is almost
always weaker than what the firm can genuinely field.

CPA firms fragment across service lines. Tax, audit, and
advisory each running separate efforts with separate value
propositions. A business owner who talks to three partners
gets three framings of what the firm is worth, and every one of
them can be excellent while the aggregate reads as confusion.
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Consulting firms fragment across artifacts. The capabilities
deck, the website, and the LinkedIn presence, each built at a
different time by a different person, each preserving a different
era of who the firm thought it was. The prospect who
consumed all three arrives at the first meeting already unsure
what they’re evaluating.

The fix is identical in all three cases, and I'll get to it. What's
worth noticing first is that none of these firms did anything
wrong. Every one of those fragments was produced by
somebody competent, doing their job, in good faith, without a
copy of the Software Interface Specification.

The Firm That Told Three Stories

A consulting firm | worked with had strong client results and a
business development problem they couldn’t diagnose. Real
interest, enthusiastic first meetings, then silence somewhere in
diligence. Their new business was running at roughly a tenth of
what they’d targeted for the year.

The audit took an afternoon, because the pattern was sitting on
the surface once anybody laid the material out side by side.

Awareness content emphasized risk mitigation. Research
materials emphasized revenue growth. Consideration
presentations led with market disruption.

Every one of those was true about the firm. Each piece was
well made. The story changed at every stage, which meant a
prospect moving through the sequence had to rebuild their
mental model of the firm three times before anyone talked
about an engagement.
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We restructured around one frame: driving sustainable growth
through disciplined risk management. It absorbed all three of
the old messages without contradicting any of them. The story
deepened as it moved through the stages, picking up
specificity and evidence and process detail, and the frame
never moved.

The next business development cycle was the best in the firm's
history by a distance.

I’'m following the rule | gave you in chapter three, so I'll tell you
what | can and can’t defend. | remember the target, |
remember the shortfall, and | remember the number they
closed after the change, and it was large enough that the
partners assumed we’d done something to the pipeline. | don’t
have the documents. So the figures stay out, and what'’s left is
the mechanism, which is the part you can test against your
own firm anyway.

Same team. Same methodology. Same client results. The only
thing that changed was that the firm stopped telling three
stories.

The Fix Is One Sentence, Written Once

Here’s the discipline, and it's going to fight every instinct a
good writer has.

Take the terms your firm lives on. What you do. Who you
serve. What problem you’re for. What an engagement looks
like. Write one sentence for each. Then use that sentence
everywhere, unchanged, until you have a considered reason to
change it, at which point you change it everywhere on the
same afternoon.
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The resistance you’re going to feel is real and you should
ignore it. Every competent writer has been trained to vary
phrasing, because repeating yourself reads as lazy and
elegant variation reads as craft. That training is correct for an
essay and wrong for a firm’s core definitions.

Elegant variation is how a Small Forces file gets written. Two
documents, both correct, using different units, produced by
people who were doing exactly what they’d been taught.

The machine reading your material can'’t tell the difference
between a synonym and a contradiction with any reliability, and
the human on a buying committee can’t either when they’re
reading fast and looking for a reason to shorten the list.

Here’s what it looks like when a firm does it. Four terms, one
sentence each, written once.

Four Sentences

Four terms, one sentence each, written once.

What we do.
We build succession and transition plans for owner-operated manufacturers.

Who we serve.

Manufacturing companies between ten and seventy-five million in revenue, owner-led, usually with
a family or management transition somewhere inside five years.

What we're for.

Getting the operating business through a change of control without a forced sale.

What an engagement looks like

A fixed-fee diagnostic, then an implementation phase priced against scope, typically nine to
eighteen months.

osal boilerplate, into the conference biography

into t sting, and into the sent:

r five, The Fix Is One Sentence, Written Once.
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>What we do. \We build succession and transition plans
for owner-operated manufacturers.

>Who we serve. Manufacturing companies between ten and
seventy-five million in revenue, owner-led, usually with a family
or management transition somewhere inside five years.

>What we're for. Getting the operating business through a
change of control without a forced sale.

>What an engagement looks like. A fixed-fee diagnostic,
then an implementation phase priced against scope, typically
nine to eighteen months.

Four sentences. That's the whole vocabulary. They go on the
website, into every bio, into the proposal boilerplate, into the
conference biography, into the directory listing, and into the
sentence a partner says across a table.

The discipline is that nobody gets to improve them for a
particular audience. The partner who thinks the second one
reads better as “middle-market industrials” has just opened a
Small Forces file, and he did it while trying to be helpful.

Now the harder half of it, and this is the part most firms skip.
Those sentences have to appear in places you don’t own.

Corroboration, in the sense chapter four described, means the
same claim showing up somewhere other than your own
website. Your site alone is one source asserting something
about itself. That’s the weakest possible evidentiary position,
and it's the one most professional services firms occupy
exclusively.
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So the identical language needs to show up in the bylined
article, the podcast description, the conference bio, the
directory listing, the association profile, the review, the piece
somebody else wrote about you. Every one of those is a
separate source in the eyes of the thing doing the sorting, and
every one of them that says the same thing is a vote.

There’s vendor research floating around claiming third-party
mentions correlate with Al visibility at roughly three times the
strength of traditional backlinks, and that around 85 percent of
Al citations trace to earned rather than owned content. I'd treat
those decimals as advertising, because that’'s what they are.
The direction matches the peer-reviewed work on
corroboration, and the direction is the part you can act on.

The Audit You Can Run on a Friday

You don’t need a consultant for the diagnostic. You need a
printer and three hours.

The Friday Audit

Print every place your firm describes itself.

The website's about page and every practice page

All the partner bios

The capabilities deck

The last three proposals

The boilerplate at the bottom of press releases

Your Linkedin company page and the personal profiles
of everyone who calls themselves a partner

The directory listings

The association profiles

oo o0o0O0o0oo

The bios you sent to conference organizers
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Print every place your firm describes itself. The website’s about
page and every practice page. All the partner bios. The
capabilities deck. The last three proposals. The boilerplate at
the bottom of press releases. Your Linkedln company page
and the personal profiles of everyone who calls themselves a
partner. The directory listings. The association profiles. The
bios you sent to conference organizers.

Then read them in one sitting, which nobody at your firm has
ever done, which is the entire point.

Take a pen and circle every place two of them disagree about
what the firm does, who it’s for, or how it works. Not stylistic
differences. Substantive ones, where a reader would come
away with a different understanding depending on which
document they happened to open.

I’'ve run this exercise with firms who were certain it'd be a
waste of an afternoon. It has never once been a waste of an
afternoon.

The output is a list, and the list is the tax bill. You’ve been
paying it annually. Now you can see the invoice.

What Al Did to the Surface Area

Two things happened at once and firms tend to notice only one
of them.

The surface area expanded. There are more places to say
something than there were five years ago, more formats, more
platforms, more partners with their own accounts and their own
opinions, and every one of those is another opportunity for the
story to drift a few degrees.
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Meanwhile the tooling to detect drift got extremely good. It's
now trivial to hold a firm’s entire published body of work next to
itself and ask what contradicts what. That’s a real capability, it
costs almost nothing, and almost nobody in professional
services is using it.

The trap sits in between. A firm generating content with Al, at
volume, without a settled underlying story, is manufacturing
fragmentation at a rate no human editorial process ever could.
The model will produce fluent, plausible, professional material
in whatever direction each individual prompt points it, and each
piece will be defensible on its own, and the aggregate will be a
firm with twelve positions.

The tool multiplies whatever you hand it. It has no opinion
about the sign.

Which means the coherent narrative isn’t a nice-to-have that
precedes the technology investment. It's the thing that
determines whether the technology investment helps you or
accelerates the damage.

Small Forces

The Mars Climate Orbiter did everything right for nine and a
half months.

The spacecraft performed. The navigation team did its job. The
software ran. Every individual component of that mission did
exactly what it was built to do, and the thing that killed it had
been sitting in a file since before launch, in a unit of
measurement that was perfectly correct in the document where
it originated.
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They found it in November, six weeks after they lost the
spacecraft, by finally reading both documents at the same
time.

Your firm is currently transmitting in two units. Possibly five.
The material is good, the people are capable, and every piece
of it is defensible in isolation.

Somebody is reading all of it in one pass right now.

It'd be worth doing that yourself first.
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6. Right Message, Wrong
Person, Wrong Week

ANt

In the early 1940s, two rural sociologists named Bryce Ryan
and Neal Gross drove out to Greene County, lowa, and started
knocking on farmhouse doors.

They were interested in hybrid seed corn, which by any rational
measure was one of the easiest sells in the history of
agriculture. It produced roughly 20 percent more corn per acre.
It stood up better to wind and drought. The seed companies
had demonstration plots, salesmen, and free samples. And the
product had been commercially available since 1928.

Ryan and Gross interviewed the farm operators of two
communities there, a little over two hundred and fifty of them,
and asked a simple pair of questions. Where did you first hear
about hybrid seed corn? And what made you plant it?

Forty-nine percent named a salesman as the source of first
knowledge.
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Then they asked what had caused them to plant it, and the
answer moved. Neighbors came first at 45.5 percent.
Salesmen dropped to 32.

The salesman generated the knowledge. The neighbor generated the decision.

Source of first knowledge Most influential in causing them to plant

Salesmen 49.0%

_® Neighbors 45.5%

" Salesmen 32.0%

The

And the timing is the part that ought to bother anybody who
does business development for a living. Roughly five years
passed between a farmer first learning about hybrid corn and
planting his first acre of it. Then about three more years before
he’d converted his whole operation. Eighty percent of the
adoption in those two communities happened between 1933
and 1939, which is to say five to eleven years after the thing

The lag between hearing about it and acting on it

Cumulative first heard

5.5 years

Cumulative first planted

1927 1929 1931 1933 1935 1937 1939 1041
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was available, from farmers who’d known about it the entire
time.

The salesman had a genuinely superior product and told the
truth about it. Nothing was wrong with the pitch.

He was five years early, talking to a man whose decision was
going to be made by the guy on the next farm over.

Wrong Person

Start with the easiest of the three failures to fix, which is that
most professional services firms are still writing to a person.

Chapter five gave you Forrester’s count. Thirteen internal
stakeholders and nine outside influencers in a typical B2B
buying decision, and those groups roughly double when the
purchase involves Al capabilities. Twenty-two people,
minimum.

Your outreach is written to one of them. Usually the one with
the best title, because that’s the one your CRM has.

But the general counsel isn’t your problem. The general
counsel is probably favorable. Your problem is the CFO who
has to sign, the operations director who used your competitor
at her last company and had a bad experience she’s never
described in detail to anyone, the board member who’ll ask
one question in one meeting, and the internal candidate who
wanted this work brought in-house and now has a reason to
find fault with everyone external.

134



B2B Marketing: Easier to Find. Harder to Choose.

Every one of those people encounters your firm through a
different door, in a different week, in a different mood, and
most of them will never identify themselves to you.

Which reframes what personalization is for. It isn’t a technique
for making one person feel seen. It’s a discipline for making
sure the material reaches twenty-two people who have twenty-
two different jobs and one shared anxiety, and that it doesn’t
say anything so specific to one of them that it reads as
irrelevant to the other twenty-one.

The Numbers I'm Not Going to Give You

| did this exercise on the last chapter and it isn’t getting shorter,
so I'll compress it.

Everything | once cited to justify segmentation and
personalization in professional services fell apart under
checking. Fifty-eight percent of B2B revenue from segmented
email traces to a UK direct marketing survey of about seventy-
three mostly-transactional senders, and the real figure in the
real report was 55 percent, in a different year, measuring
email-channel revenue rather than all revenue. The 72 percent
engagement lift has no source at all. The 80 percent
conversion increase appears verbatim on one software
vendor’s listicle and nowhere else on earth. Seventy-seven
percent of buyers refusing to purchase without personalized
content turns out to be 205 marketing and sales professionals
saying they believe personalization improves customer
relationships. Sixty-three percent never responding to generic
outreach is 2,200 consumers in 2015 saying generic
messaging annoys them. Seventy-four percent frustrated by
irrelevant content is 2,091 US adults on a non-probability web
panel in 2013, talking about ads on websites.

135



B2B Marketing: Easier to Find. Harder to Choose.

The six-times transaction rate is real, and it's Experian, 2013,
measuring retail email. A CPA firm doesn’t have a transaction
rate.

None of them observed a professional services buyer. Several
of them observed marketers describing their own opinions
about marketing, which is the least reliable population in the
entire discipline and the one that generates most of its
statistics.

The framework in this chapter survives without them. It came
out of client work, not out of a slide someone handed me, and |
should have noticed the difference sooner.

Feeling surveilled versus feeling understood

Personalization The regret The repeat business Active personalization
backfired that followed that left ran the other way

ess likely to

53% 3.2x 44% 2.3x

The Finding That Argues With Me

Here’s the one I'd have preferred not to find, and the chapter is
better for it.

Gartner surveyed 1,464 buyers across North America, the UK,
Australia and New Zealand in November and December of
2024, a mixed sample of B2B buyers and consumers, and
published the results in June of 2025. Fifty-three percent
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reported that personalization had a negative effect on their
purchase experience.

The people who experienced it that way were 3.2 times more
likely to regret the purchase and 44 percent less likely to buy
again. They were twice as likely to feel overwhelmed by the
volume of information and 2.8 times more likely to feel rushed.

More than half of buyers feel overwhelmed or hurried by
standard personalization tactics at least once in a purchase.

So | spent a week with that, because a chapter arguing for
segmentation has to answer it.

The answer sits in Gartner’s own analysis, and it’s a distinction
I'd been making badly for years without having language for it.

The damage happens at the moment the buyer switches tasks,
moving from gathering options to choosing between them.
That’s the point where the problem stops being informational
and starts being personal, where the buyer is weighing what
this decision says about their judgment. A recommendation
engine arriving at that moment with three more options and a
note about what people like you also viewed is answering a
question the buyer stopped asking.

What worked was what Gartner calls active personalization.
Interactive experiences where the buyer reveals their own
situation and gets clarity back. Buyers who got that were 2.3
times more confident about completing the purchase.

Here’s the translation for a professional services firm, and it’s
the whole chapter in one line.

Personalization that demonstrates you've been watching the
person makes them feel surveilled. Personalization that
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demonstrates you understand the problem makes them feel
understood.

“I noticed you downloaded our whitepaper on succession
planning” is the first kind. It proves you have analytics. It tells
the reader nothing they didn’t know and reminds them they’re
being tracked.

“Most owner-operators we talk to have already decided who’s
taking over and haven't told that person yet, which is where the
tax problem usually starts” is the second kind. There’s nothing
personal in it at all. It just happens to describe the reader’s
Tuesday.

That’s intellectual proximity, and it'’s the only kind of
personalization that has ever worked in this category. The
sense that the advisor understands the problem from inside the
client’s world.

Wrong Message

So how do you write the second kind at scale, to twenty-two
people you can’t see?

You stop segmenting by what’s in your CRM.

Most firms sort prospects into small business, mid-market, and
enterprise, which is roughly as useful as sorting animals into
things that move and things that don’t. Technically accurate,
useless for making a decision.

Take two mid-market companies. Same revenue, same
industry, both run by a forty-five-year-old with a comparable
education. On a list, they’re the same row twice.
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One is founder-led. The owner has direct decision authority,
high risk tolerance, and can commit in a hallway. The other is
private-equity owned, with a governance structure,
conservative mandates, and a procurement process. Their
decisions have about as much in common as a Ferrari and a
school bus.

Two law firms with similar revenue might hire outside counsel
for entirely unrelated reasons. One is managing overflow. The
other is looking for a strategic partner on complex litigation.
Send both the same pitch and you’'ve guaranteed that neither
of them thinks it was written for them.

What you want is a behavioral archetype, which is a
description of how a client type thinks, decides, and needs to
be talked to. Decision style. Risk tolerance. Cognitive bias
pattern. Validation threshold. What evidence they need, in
what volume, from what source, before they’ll commit.

Some clients decide like a surgeon. Methodical, detail-driven,
process-oriented, and they’ll want to see the whole approach
before they’ll agree to any of it.

Others decide like a fighter pilot. Rapid assessment on partial
information, high confidence, gut instinct, and they get
impatient somewhere around minute four of your methodology.

Send both the same materials and one of them concludes
you’re recklessly hasty while the other concludes you're
painfully slow. Both of them are reading the same document.

Volume 23 of our Decision Science Series adds an important
correction. These are not necessarily fixed personality types.
Involvement changes how deeply the same person processes
different decisions. An executive can interrogate one choice
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like a surgeon and move through another like a fighter pilot,
depending on what is at stake, how personally relevant the
outcome feels and how much uncertainty must be resolved.

As involvement rises, buyers tend to think more systematically,
demand stronger evidence and become less willing to entertain
claims that sit far outside what they already believe. They do
not merely read more carefully. Their acceptable range
becomes narrower.

A useful behavioral archetype therefore has to describe more
than how the person generally decides. It has to account for
how much this particular decision matters to that person right
now. Otherwise, you have profiled the temperament and
missed the decision.

A corporate law firm | worked with couldn’t get traction with
startup clients until we stopped segmenting by revenue and
started segmenting by how the money arrived. Bootstrapped
founders got messaging about scrappy, efficient solutions.
Venture-backed companies got systematic process and risk
management. Established tech companies got scalability and
time efficiency. Conversion moved sharply, quickly, and the
service never changed at all.

I'll follow the rule from chapter three and leave the multiple out.
| remember the shape of it and | can’t produce the file.

Wrong Week

Now the part that separates this from every other segmentation
framework, and the part Ryan and Gross were pointing at in
lowa.

Knowing who to talk to doesn’t tell you when.
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Everett Rogers built diffusion theory on that hybrid corn data,
describing how populations adopt an innovation in a
predictable order. Professional services is a different animal,
because the client isn’t adopting a product. They’re handing
their most consequential problem to a stranger. The stakes are
higher, the evaluation is longer, and the influence patterns are
more tangled.

So the model needs adapting rather than borrowing. Five
segments, each with its own timing, its own validation
requirement, and its own reason for saying yes.

Anchor Clients. The Alpha Competitor. Competitive,
frequently self-made, motivated by winning and by exclusivity.
Decision psychology: I trust my gut. Energized rather than
frightened by being early. A track record does nothing for them,
because a track record is what everybody else gets. What
moves them is something available only to whoever goes first.
Preferred economics, an advisory seat, direct access to the
senior person, a hand in how the service develops.

The founding partner of a boutique private equity firm who
wants his law firm to behave like a strategic partner rather than
outside counsel. The founder-owner of a mid-market
manufacturer who wants his CPA firm to be the first call
instead of the last resort.

They come first, and the reason has nothing to do with their
size. Nothing after them works without them.

Innovators. The Intellectual Competitor. These are the
people in your market who’ve built a reputation on making
smart calls early, and whose decision psychology is my
reputation depends on being right. They take calculated risks
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that improve their standing, and they want credit for the
discovery.

The managing partner known in her practice area for spotting
emerging specialists before anybody else does. The CFO
whose peer group respects the quality of his outside advisors.

They need to know an Anchor is already in. Give them the
technical validation and the story that lets them claim they
found you.

Early Adopters. The Validation Seeker. Sophisticated,
competitive on judgment rather than on speed. They’re not
trying to be first, they’re trying to be right early, and that
requires evidence that a respected first mover has already
committed.

The general counsel who watches which firms other general
counsel are selecting. The COO who waits for one or two
credible peers before moving.

The target across Innovators and Early Adopters combined is
three to five clients whose names do work in a room you're not
in.

Early Mainstream. The Defensible Decision-Maker, and
this is where a practice becomes a business. Achievement-
oriented, careful, career built on well-vetted choices. Decision
psychology: | need to make a choice | can defend.

You met this person in chapter two, standing in front of the
gate with no letter. Their central concern isn’t whether you’re
good. It's what happens to them if this goes badly and
someone asks why they picked you.
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Being first holds no appeal at all. What they need is
confirmation that people they respect have already gone.

Late Mainstream. The Stability Seeker. Security-focused,

conservative, motivated by avoiding loss rather than capturing
gain, and moved primarily by the cost of continuing to sit still.

Decision psychology: I cannot afford to be wrong.

The senior partner who moves when peer firms have reached
consensus. The CFO at a family business who’s used the
same accountants for twenty years and needs a heavy,
evidence-laden reason to reconsider.

An accounting firm | worked with was getting nowhere with this
segment until we removed the word innovation from every
piece of material aimed at them and replaced it with stability
and consensus. Same firm, same service, same people. The
word was the barrier.

The Mistake | Made With It

| told you in chapter two about the firm that went quiet on me
after months of work, and about the two reasons | got, one to
my face and one behind my back.

There’s a third thing in that story and it belongs here, because
it's the part where the fault was mine.

They said they wanted to see more momentum.

Read that against this chapter. Momentum is what a
Defensible Decision-Maker asks for when the Anchor and the
Influencers haven't arrived yet. They were reporting their
position on the curve, accurately and politely, and | heard it as
a brush-off. What they needed was a name they could put in a
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sentence in a meeting | wouldn’t be attending. | didn’t have one
to give them, because | hadn’t done the first phase.

| approached Early Mainstream with nothing behind me and
then felt wronged when it didn’t work.

That’s the sequence failure I've spent twenty years telling
clients to avoid, run on my own business, by me, while writing
the chapter that explains it. Experience doesn’t prevent
mistakes. It only makes the expensive ones harder to explain.

The Domino

Each segment requires validation from the one before it.

Anchor Clients Innovators Early Adopters Early Mainstream Late Mainstream
The Alpha Competitor The Intellectual The Validation Sesker The Defensible The Stability Seeker
Competitor Decision-Maker

Out of Order

Approaching them out of order fails in a way that costs you the relationship afterward.
No Anchor or Influencer What looks like interest
commitmentsyet | "TTT Xom==-- »| Early Mainstream material. What you ney

before peer consensus | T 0777 > ==sse #| Late Mainstream

Approached early, ‘

commitment makes the next one cheaper Fewer conversations, in the right order, each one carrying the weight of the ones before it

The Domino

The sequence isn’t a preference. It's the mechanism.

Each segment requires validation from the one before it, which
means approaching them out of order fails in a way that costs
you the relationship afterward. Clean failure would be
preferable.

Take a Defensible Decision-Maker before you have Anchor
and Influencer commitments and you’ll get what looks like
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interest. Meetings. Requests for material. A contact who takes
your calls. What you’ll never get is a decision, because the
thing they need doesn'’t exist yet, and by the time it does,
they’ve filed you under a firm they already evaluated.

Approach a Stability Seeker early and it's worse. You'll be
permanently categorized as too new or too risky, and that
category is remarkably difficult to escape, because nothing in
that person’s decision psychology is built to revisit a
conclusion.

Run the sequence in order and each commitment makes the
next one cheaper. That’s the whole return on the discipline.
Not more outreach. Fewer conversations, in the right order,
each one carrying the weight of the ones before it.

Which is Ryan and Gross again. The salesman generated the
knowledge. The neighbor generated the decision. If you’re the
salesman and you have no neighbors yet, you're going to
spend five years being right.

Laggards

Every prospect universe contains people who will never buy
from anyone.

Extreme risk aversion, decision paralysis, an evaluation
process with no terminal state. They’ve been monitoring your
firm for three years. They always need one more piece of
information. The objections multiply instead of resolving.

These aren’t a sequencing problem. They’re a resource
allocation problem, and the discipline is identifying them early
enough to stop.
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The signature is legible if you'll look at it. Consistent
engagement with no advancement. Content downloaded,
webinars attended, emails answered promptly and pleasantly,
and never once a request for a next step or an introduction to a
second stakeholder. That last one is the tell. A real buyer
eventually brings someone else into the conversation, because
real buyers don’t decide alone. Someone who's been engaging
for two years and has never introduced you to a colleague isn’t
buying. They’re reading.

Every hour spent on a confirmed Laggard is an hour not spent
on someone who can commit. Deciding to stop is itself a
business development strategy, and it's the one nobody puts in

Two industries on the same curve

Legal buyers: 77 percent want Al-enabled quality

the span the same message has to cross

the plan because it doesn’t look like effort.

When the Segment Is the Whole Industry

One complication before this closes, because the adoption
curve doesn’t only describe individuals.

Thomson Reuters, in its 2026 Future of Professionals work,
surveyed 736 law firm professionals and 203 corporate legal
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departments. Seventy-seven percent of legal clients said they
want Al-enabled quality from their outside firms. Five percent
report receiving it. Thirty-two percent said they’re reconsidering
firm relationships over it.

Now the other one. The American Institute of Architects
surveyed its membership electronically in June and July of
2024, sending to 10,000 randomly selected contacts and
getting 541 completed responses. Six percent of the profession
reported using Al regularly in their work. Another 53 percent
had experimented and not adopted. Eight percent of firms had
implemented anything.

Those two industries are on completely different points of the
same curve, and it cuts both ways.

If you’re a law firm, your clients are Early Mainstream on this
question and you’re Late Mainstream, which is a gap that
shows up as thirty-two percent of them shopping.

If you’re an architecture firm, being visibly Al-forward with a
client base that’s six percent adopted is a way to sound like
you’ve lost the plot. The same message, in the same week,
sent to two different industries, is either overdue or premature.

I'd note the AIA numbers were fielded in mid-2024 and I'd
expect them to have moved. I'd also expect them to have
moved less than you think, because professions don’t turn
quickly and the ones with liability attached turn slowest of all.

Five Years Early

Nobody in Greene County was uninformed. Nobody was hard
to reach. They had the information for five years before most of
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them acted on it, and what finally moved them was the field
next door.

Somewhere in your market right now is a prospect who knows
exactly who you are, thinks well of you, and isn’t going to call.

The message isn’t wrong. The person might be right. It's the
week that’s off, and the only thing that fixes the week is
somebody they trust getting there first.

Which is why the sequence starts with a client who doesn’t
need anyone’s permission, and why the firms that skip that
step spend years being early.
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Conclusion: What Compounds,
and What Evaporates

The database publishing company was a good business for
about eight years.

We took information that existed but couldn’t be used,
structured it so a system could retrieve the right piece on
demand, and sold access to the result. It was hard to do. It
required judgment about how information should be organized,
discipline about keeping it clean, and a tolerance for tedium
that most people don’t have. The barrier to entry was real, and
we lived comfortably behind it.

Then the barrier stopped being a barrier.

149



B2B Marketing: Easier to Find. Harder to Choose.

Nobody outcompeted us. The capability just became free, and
something we’d spent years being good at turned into a
checkbox on somebody else’s feature list. I've talked to a lot of
people over the years about disruption, and almost all of them
picture a competitor. In my experience it arrives as an
assumption. The thing you were paid for becomes the thing
everybody has, and the only question left is how much notice
you get.

| got about eighteen months of notice, and | spent most of it

arguing.

So | want to close this book by being honest about which parts
of it have a shelf life.

The Window Is Real, and It Closes

Everything in chapter four, the mechanical work, the extraction
discipline, the timestamps, the price on the page, the crawler

The window is real, and it closes

First mover's payoff Incumbent recommendation rate

+0.802 100%
®

93.8%

settings, has a decay curve on it. And there’s now a study that
puts numbers on the decay, which is more than this field
usually offers.

150



B2B Marketing: Easier to Find. Harder to Choose.

Xi Chu and YuPeng Hou, in a preprint published in June of
2026, ran an experiment they set up as a competition. They
tested what happens to recommendation outcomes as
increasing numbers of competing brands adopt authority-style
optimization language while the incumbent stays neutral. Five
scenarios, from nobody optimizing to everybody optimizing, run
against live models.

The first mover did well, with an individual payoff of plus 0.802.
At universal adoption, the payoff for doing the identical work
fell to plus 0.007.

And the incumbent, the established brand that changed
nothing, went from being recommended in roughly 19.8
percent of cases when facing a single optimized challenger,
back up to 93.8 percent once every challenger had optimized.
Claude 99.4, GPT-40-mini 96.2, Gemini 84.9.

What Evaporates, and What Compounds

WHAT EVAPORATES

Purpose doesn’t commoditize
naming a buye

hen

The mechanical work

problem in the buyer's own words requires

at buyer

People doesn't commoditize

The extraction discipline
judgment is what happens when the information runs out

Process doesn't commoditize

The timestamps
almost nobody will do the boring part

Product doesn’t commoditize
The price on the page by the time a bu ches your terms they ve either decided
they want you or they haven't

The gate with no letter never closes
The crawler settings somebody on that committee has to be able to defend choosing
you, out loud, in a meeting you're not in
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The authors describe the incentive structure as prisoner’s-
dilemma-like, and that’s exactly right. Every individual firm
gains by moving. The gains disappear once everyone moves.
And the position everyone ends up in is roughly the position
they started from, having spent the money.

It's a preprint, and the caveats matter. The challengers were
invented brands; the incumbents were real ones like CeraVe.
The whole thing ran in consumer skincare, so the transfer to
professional services is an inference I'm making rather than a
finding they published. And it's one unreplicated study, twenty
to thirty runs per cell. Take the shape and leave the precision.

The shape says the advantage available here is temporary and
the window is measured in a few years, not a few decades.

And You Should Do It Anyway

Here’s the sentence in that study that decides the argument.

Once competitors had optimized, the brands that hadn’t
received zero recommendations. Not fewer. Zero, in their tests.

So the payoff for moving decays toward nothing as the market
catches up, while the payoff for not moving sits at zero and
stays there, because there’s nothing underneath it to decay.

That’s an insurance product. Call it that and price it
accordingly. The premium is one afternoon with whoever owns
the website and a handful of durable decisions about how your
firm writes. What it protects against is a system that can’t work
out what you are, in a market where that system has become
the front door.

Anybody selling this to you as a growth channel has misread
the evidence, and I'd want to know what they’re being paid.
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Which is also the reason chapter four spends as much time
debunking as building. The gap between what’s genuinely
mechanical and what’s being sold as mechanical is where
most of the money in this category is currently going, and
closing that gap for you is worth more than any tactic | could
have listed.

What Doesn’'t Decay

Now the other list, and it’s the one this book was written for.

Nothing in chapters two, three, five and six has a decay curve,
and the reason is worth stating plainly.

A machine can evaluate the shape of rigor and has no access
to rigor itself. That was chapter four’'s asymmetry, and it cuts
both directions. What’s copyable is the shape, which is why the
shape is going to be universal within a few years and worth
nothing. What stays scarce is the thing the shape is imitating.

Purpose doesn’t commoditize because naming a
buyer’s problem in the buyer’'s own words requires having sat
with that buyer. Sixty seconds and no slides. A real person, not
a category, and the worry stated the way they’d say it. Every
competitor can generate a polished paragraph about your
market. None of them can generate the sentence that makes a
specific person feel seen, because that sentence comes out of
a room.

People doesn’t commoditize because judgment is what
happens when the information runs out. Expertise is hearing a
client describe a problem and recognizing the problem they
didn’t describe. That capability was never stored in the words,
so it can’t be extracted from them.
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Process doesn’t commoditize because almost nobody
will do the boring part. Burry read the prospectuses. Everybody
on Wall Street had the same pages and had decided the hard
part was beneath them. That’s still the arrangement, in every
industry, and it’s still available.

Product doesn’t commoditize in the way firms fear,
because by the time a buyer reaches your terms they’ve either
decided they want you or they haven’t, and the terms rarely
change the answer.

And the gate with no letter never closes. Somebody
on that committee has to be able to defend choosing you, out
loud, in a meeting you’re not in, to people who’ll remember if it
goes badly. Nothing about that changes when the technology
changes. It’s the oldest thing in the book and the most reliable.

Then there’s the habit underneath all of it, which is the one I'd
keep if | could only keep one.

Show up at mile eighteen with something useful and no
invoice, and do it long enough that it stops looking like a tactic.
That behavior has been working since before marketing had a
name, it'll keep working after everything in chapter four is
obsolete, and the reason is that it’s the only signal a firm can
send that costs something to fake.

The Title, Explained

Two things happened at the same time and most firms have
only noticed one.

You became easier to find. The buyer who used to know four
firms in your city now sees forty, including specialists three
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states away who’d never have been in the conversation twenty
years ago. Distance stopped protecting anybody.

And you became harder to choose, though nothing happened
to the quality of your work. The buyer now has more options
than any human being can evaluate, less time than they had
before, more people to answer to, and a machine in between
that summarizes you in four sentences and gets one of them
wrong.

More visibility, less differentiation. That’s the whole condition,
and every chapter in this book is about the second half of it,
because the first half is already done and it was done to you
rather than by you.

The firms that struggle from here won’t be the ones nobody
can find. Being found is solved. They’ll be the ones nobody can
tell apart, which is a harder problem, an older one, and the one
your grandfather’s firm would have recognized immediately.

The Sequence

One page, and then I'll stop.

The method is Trust-Sequenced Marketing: Purpose, People,
Process, Product, in that order, because that’s the order a
buyer opens the five gates standing between them and a
decision. Relevance, then credibility, then proof, then safety,
then access. Four things supplied, five things formed, and the
fifth is the one almost nobody builds for.

Past the last gate sits the Trust Gate, which is where
uncertainty finally drops far enough that committing feels
acceptable even though the risk is still sitting right there. Run

155



B2B Marketing: Easier to Find. Harder to Choose.

the sequence backwards and every element can be true, well-
produced, expensive, and still fail.

The philosophy behind it is Decision Architecture.
Consequential decisions form in a sequence, and the
sequence can be designed.

Three names, three jobs, and collapsing them costs you the
thing that makes it work. Decision Architecture is the
philosophy, and it earns the belief. Trust-Sequenced Marketing
is the method, and it delivers the outcome. The Decision
Sequence is where the thinking gets published in the open. A
reader should meet the philosophy first and arrive at the
method as a conclusion, which is exactly the courtesy the
method asks you to extend to your own buyers.

And this book stops earlier than the architecture does. The full
sequence runs need, uncertainty, exploration, affirmation, the
Trust Gate, commitment, outcome, and reflection. Everything
here has been about the stretch from need to commitment,
because that’s where firms lose work they should have won.
What happens after the signature, and what a firm does with
the result, is a different book and arguably a more important
one.

Volume 20 of our Decision Science Series contains the
research trail for that second half of the sequence.
Commitment closes one evaluation and opens another. The
buyer begins comparing what arrives with what was promised,
defending the decision internally and quietly deciding whether
to continue making it. At the same time, the provider has to
determine what the outcome taught, because experience does
not become expertise merely by happening. It becomes
expertise through reflection.
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The signature does not end the sale. It moves the sale inside
the client’s organization, where the champion continues
conducting it in meetings the provider may never attend. The
decision continues even when the marketing stops.

That’s the whole thesis. It was true when the sorting was done
by a receptionist with a rolodex and it's true now that it's done
by something reading twelve thousand words of your material
in a fraction of a second. What changed is who does the first
cut and how early it happens. The order the human needs
didn’t move at all.

Which means the work is the same work it always was, done
earlier, in public, and written so a machine can carry it
accurately to somebody you'’ll never meet.

Twenty-Six Floors

Back to the elevator, because that's where this started.

The executive steps on, smiles, and asks what you do. You've
got about thirty seconds.

The answer that fails is the one about you. Services, results,
credentials, the phrase full-service somewhere in the middle.
That answer has always failed, and every one of us has given
it.

The answer that works names their problem before it names
your firm.

Here’s what’s changed, and it’s the only thing in this book you
have to remember. That elevator conversation now happens
without you in it. It happens on a Tuesday afternoon, on
somebody’s laptop, months before anybody schedules
anything, and the version of your firm that shows up is
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assembled out of whatever you published, whatever anyone
else wrote about you, and whatever the system could work out
from the two.

You don’t get to be in that elevator. You only get to have
written what'’s said in it.

So write it as though a stranger is going to read it aloud to the
person you most want to work with, with no context, no chance
for you to clarify, and no second run.

Because that’s precisely what’s going to happen.
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Appendix: The Practitioner's
Reference

This part isn’t meant to be read straight through. It's meant to be
open on a desk while somebody argues about a proposal.

Six sections. An instrument for deciding whether a piece of
material should exist. Five blind spots that explain most of what
goes wrong. Twelve biases you’ll meet in every professional
services decision, with what to do about each. The five stages,
with plays. Three audits you can run without hiring anyone. And
a line worth not crossing.

The Decision Job

159



B2B Marketing: Easier to Find. Harder to Choose.

Here’s the discipline that would improve most firms’ marketing
more than any other single change, and it takes about four
minutes per asset.

Before anything gets published, written, designed, or sent,
answer these ten questions in writing. If you can’t answer them,
the piece isn’t ready. If the answers are generic, the piece will
be too.

Who is this for, by name? Not a segment. Not a persona
with a stock photograph. A specific person you could describe
from memory, or twenty of them.

What situation are they in right now? What's on their
desk this month that makes this relevant. If the honest answer
is “nothing in particular,” you're publishing into a vacuum and
hoping.

Where are they in the sequence? Are they establishing
relevance, assessing credibility, evaluating judgment, looking
for something defensible, or negotiating terms? Material aimed
at the wrong stage fails even when it’s excellent.

What uncertainty or resistance is in the way? Name
the specific thing that keeps this person from moving. Not the
objection they’d state out loud. The one underneath it.

What job does this piece have to do? One job. A piece
that introduces a problem, establishes credibility, demonstrates
methodology, and asks for a meeting does none of those things.

What evidence does it carry? Numbers, dates, named
sources, a specific engagement, an observation only somebody
in the room could make. If the piece contains no evidence, it’s
an opinion with formatting.
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What becomes possible after they read it? What can
this person now do, decide, or say that they couldn’t before. If
the answer is “they know more about us,” rewrite it.

Where should it lead? The next asset, the next
conversation, or nowhere at all. Nowhere is a legitimate answer
for a piece whose job is recognition.

What makes it stale? A regulation changes, a figure gets
superseded, a market shifts. Write down the trigger. An asset
with no staleness condition will sit there being wrong for years.

How would you know it contributed? Pick one signal
from the measurement list in chapter three. If you can’t name
one, you've built something you'll never be able to defend
keeping or Killing.

Run that on your last ten published pieces. Most firms find three
that shouldn’t exist and one that’'s been quietly doing all the
work.

I ran it on my own material while writing this book and killed two
things | was fond of. Neither could answer question five.

Five Blind Spots

One. You've built your marketing on a client who
doesn't exist.

Most professional services marketing assumes the buyer is a
rational evaluator. If that were true, the best-structured proposal
and the strongest track record would win every time.

They don’t, and everybody in this business has the losses to
prove it.
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The symptom is performance-centered material that assumes
results are the driver, capability-focused content that catalogs
technical expertise, and process-heavy presentations that
introduce methodology before anyone feels safe enough to
care.

The correction is to build on how decisions get made rather than
on how they’d get made if people were spreadsheets.

| spent the first decade of my career on the wrong side of this
and won anyway often enough to keep believing it. That’s the
trouble with a bad theory that occasionally produces a good
outcome.

Two. You know biases exist and you still
underestimate them.

Most professionals will nod along to the idea that buyers aren’t
perfectly rational and then design as though they are. Loss
aversion, anchoring, and social proof aren’t quirks that show up
occasionally. They’re the operating system, running in every
client type and every category.

The specific trap is assuming more information overcomes
hesitation. People rarely decide by weighing all available data,
a finding that runs from Simon’s bounded rationality through
Kahneman and Tversky’s work on framing. They rely on
framing, sequence, and context. More data at the wrong
moment produces overload rather than clarity.

Three. Your marketing removed the emotion, and
the decision stopped working.

Professional services firms treat emotion as unprofessional, so
the material becomes clinical, technical, and inert. Damasio’s
patients, who'd lost access to emotional processing through
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brain injury, became unable to make ordinary decisions. Not bad
at deciding. Unable.

Without emotion, reason stalls. That’s the finding, and it's about
forty years old.

The symptom is presentations that overwhelm with detail and
never produce conviction, capabilities decks that read like
operator manuals, and communications that leave a client
informed and unreassured.

Four. You're ignoring career risk, which is the
strongest force in the room.

The most consistently overlooked pressure in professional
services buying is the fear that a choice will damage the
chooser’s standing if it goes badly. For a great many decision-
makers, that fear outweighs the merits of what's being
evaluated.

Rory Sutherland put it best in Alchemy: “It is much easier to be
fired for being illogical than it is for being unimaginative.”

| sat on a capital-side partnership for years and | can tell you the
calculation is real and almost never spoken aloud. Nobody in
that room ever said “I'm worried about how this looks if it fails.”
Everybody was thinking it, including me.

The managing partner justifying outside counsel to an executive
committee. The CFO explaining a new advisory relationship to
the board. The COO who'll have to defend a consulting
engagement if it underperforms. Different rooms, identical
pressure.

Every asset should answer one question: does this give the
decision-maker something they can defend under scrutiny?
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Five. When they hesitate, you send more.

A prospect goes quiet, so the firm adds charts, footnotes, and
rational argument. But hesitation in this category almost never
comes from missing information. It comes from a psychological
barrier, and information doesn’t reach it.

You can see the mistake from across the room. Proposals that
expand every time a question arrives. Responses that pile facts
on top of fear. Counterarguments that are intellectually correct
and move nothing.

Anticipate the barrier before it becomes a reason to delay. Once
it's a reason, it's a position, and positions get defended.

I've sent the extra deck. More than once. It has never worked,
and | kept doing it because it was the only move | had that felt
like effort.

Twelve Biases and What to Do About Each

A working note before the list. Two of these, herding and social
proof, are close enough to be the same mechanism. I've kept
both because they show up differently in practice: one is about
following a crowd, the other about following a specific named
peer, and the second is far more useful to a professional
services firm. A tidier list would merge them. This one is meant
to be used rather than admired.
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Twelve Biases and What to Do About Each

BIAS WHAT IT DOES THE PLAY
Anchoring The firstinformation a prospect receives 8e deliberate about the first claim, credential, or
- disproportionately shapes everything after it number a prospect encounters; set the evaluation

even when the anchor is arbitrary. frame before any competitor arrives.

Authority bias Credibilty gets borrowed from fites, affations, Deploy authority signals at the stage where they
and endorsements; buyers lean hardest on those land. A peer's quote on your specific approach
cues when the firm is unfamiliar outperforms a list of memberships.

Career risk Decision-makers choose what they can defend. Give them the committee-ready version: 2 one-page

Cognitive
overload

nt axe:

Defensibilty and quality are different axes, and
they don't always point the same direction.

Past a certain volume, information causes
disengagement rather than evaluation.

summary a partner can hand to an executive:
committee.

Layer. One specific observation fist; evidence,
methodology, and team depth in later touchpoints,
ach depending on the one before.

Confirmation
bia:

People interpret new information in ways that
support what they already believe.

‘Open by naming the most common misconception
about your practice ares, then correct it with
evidence. That works with the bias.

Emotional
disconnection

Material stripped of emotion is technically
accurate and psychologically inert.

Pair the outcome with the anxiety the iient flt
going in. The number proves the resul; the aniety
proves you were there.

Framing

Identical information produces different choices
depending on presentation.

Match the frame to the buyer's orientation:
protection language for loss-averse buyers, gain
language for opportunity-seeking buyers.

Herding

Under uncertainty, people follow what respected
peers are doing,

Make peer adoption visible, specific, and
attributable. Two named peer companies retained
for this exact type of matter is evidence.

‘A bad outcome registers more heavily than an
equivalent good one the gap s smaller than the
version everybody quotes.

Lead vith downside protection before upside: how
you prevent the most common ways engagements
Tike this fail

Overconfidence

Decision-makers systematically overestimate their
ability to evaluate, predict, and control outcomes.

Expand the view rather than confirming it. Three
scenarios instead of the most likely one.

Recent events feel P
against the full record.

across multple time frames;
anchor the record in mult-cycle performance.
rather than last quarte.

Social proof

People look to others for cues about what to do,
and the effect runs strongest when the stakes are
high and nobody's sure.

Aspecific, attributed account from a respected
peer: why they chose you, and what happened. The
only evidence a buyer can repeat without vouching.

Anchoring. The first information a prospect receives
disproportionately shapes everything after it, even when the
anchor is arbitrary. A note on attribution: much of the popular
anchoring literature runs through Dan Ariely, whose work is now
under a fraud investigation and carries at least one retraction.
The mechanism predates him and survives without him, in
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Tversky and Kahneman'’s original 1974 work. I've stopped citing
him and you should too.

Do this: Be deliberate about the first claim, credential, or number
a prospect encounters. A firm whose first touchpoint says
“specialists in operational transformation for mid-market
manufacturers” has set the evaluation frame before any
competitor arrives.

Authority bias. Credibilty gets borrowed from titles,
affiliations, and endorsements, and buyers lean on those cues
hardest when the firm is unfamiliar.

Do this: Deploy authority signals at the stage where they land. A
quote from a respected in-house counsel at a peer company,
describing your specific approach to a specific problem,
outperforms a list of bar association memberships by a distance.

Career risk. Decision-makers choose what they can defend.
Defensibility and quality are different axes and they don’t always
point the same direction.

Do this: Give them the committee-ready version. A firm that
supplies a one-page summary a partner can hand to an
executive committee is addressing the decision that’s really
being made. Chapter two covers why nothing in the standard
four-part sequence does this on its own.

Cognitive overload. Past a certain volume, information
causes disengagement rather than evaluation. Simon’s
bounded rationality explains why people settle for good enough
once fatigue arrives.
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Do this: Layer. One specific observation first. Evidence,
methodology, and team depth in later touchpoints, each
depending on the one before.

Confirmation bias. People interpret new information in ways
that support what they already believe.

Do this: Find out what your prospects already assume about
your practice area, then open by naming the most common
misconception and correcting it with evidence. That works with
the bias instead of arguing with it.

Emotional disconnection. Material stripped of emotion is
technically accurate and psychologically inert.

Do this: A case study that describes the anxiety a client felt going
in, alongside the outcome, does something a numbers-only
version can’t. The number proves the result. The anxiety proves
you were there.

Framing. Identical information produces different choices

depending on presentation. Kahneman and Tversky established
this and it's held up for four decades.

Do this: Match the frame to the buyer’s orientation. Loss-averse
buyers respond to protection language. Opportunity-seeking
buyers respond to gain language. “Structured checkpoints that
protect your timeline and budget” and “stop-loss provisions”
mean the same thing and land nothing alike.

Herding. Under uncertainty, people follow what respected
peers are doing.

Do this: Make peer adoption visible, specific, and attributable. A
general client logo wall is decoration. Two named peer
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companies who retained you for this exact type of matter is
evidence.

Loss aversion. A bad outcome registers more heavily than
an equivalent good one, and the size of that gap is smaller than
the version everybody quotes. Kahneman and Tversky’s 1992
figure was 2.25. Two meta-analyses published in 2024 landed
at 1.96 and 1.31, and a 2025 re-analysis of the larger one found
the asymmetry nearly vanishes, around 1.07, once gains and
losses are matched in size. The effect is real at high stakes. It
isn’t a multiplier you can apply to a decision.

Do this: Lead with downside protection before upside. A firm that
opens with “here’s how we prevent the three most common
ways engagements like this fail” earns considerably more
credibility for whatever it says about opportunity afterward.

Overconfidence. Decision-makers systematically
overestimate their ability to evaluate, predict, and control
outcomes.

Do this: Expand the view rather than confirming it. Three
scenarios instead of the most likely one respects the client’s
intelligence while quietly managing their certainty.

Recency. Recent events feel disproportionately important
against the full record.

Do this: Present outcomes across multiple time frames. A firm
working through a difficult market that anchors its record in multi-
cycle performance rather than last quarter is managing this
directly.
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Social proof. People look to others for cues about what to do,
and the effect runs strongest when the stakes are high and
nobody’s sure. Which describes every decision in this book.

Do this: A specific, attributed account from a respected peer
explaining why they chose you, and what happened,
outperforms every credential you could list. I've never seen an
exception to this and I've looked. Chapter three covers why: it's
the only evidence a buyer can repeat in a meeting without
having to personally vouch for it.

The Five Gates, With Plays

The buyer’'s movement, and what the firm supplies at each point.
Chapter two covers the reasoning. This is the operational cut.
Each gate carries a question in the buyer’s own voice, and the
question is the test.

The Five Gates, With Plays

Relevance

Credibility

Proof

Access
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Gate One: Relevance

Is this about me? Is this my problem? Four seconds to answer
it, sometimes fewer.

* Lead with their problem, in their words, before anything
about your firm

* One idea per piece, and it should be an idea they’'d
recognize as their own situation

* No credentials at this stage. They haven’t decided to care
who you are

» The test: could this appear in an industry publication
without reading as a vendor pitch

Gate Two: Credibility

Do these people understand this? Can they be taken seriously?

» Depth on a narrow question beats coverage of a broad
one, for humans and machines alike

* Anonymized specifics outperform named generalities.
Discretion is itself a trust signal in this category

» Show the thinking, including the part where the obvious
answer turned out to be wrong

» The test: does this help them think more clearly about their

problem whether or not they hire you

Gate Three: Proof

Can they show me rather than tell me?

* Methodology demonstrated on a real situation rather than
described in the abstract
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* Evidence attached to every claim. A number without a
source is an opinion in a suit

* Depth on the reasoning, not just the diagram. Show the
working

* The test: could somebody reproduce your reasoning from
what you published

Gate Four: Safety

What could go wrong, and have they named it honestly?

This is the gate firms skip, in my experience by a wide margin,
because it's the one where you have to say something that might

lose you the work. It's also the last thing standing between the
buyer and the Trust Gate.

* Name the conditions where your approach is the wrong
choice. Almost nobody does this and it works nearly every
time

+ Third-party corroboration, declined engagements, and the
failure you learned from

» A clear, fair exit process, and economic information in
writing earlier than instinct suggests. Chapter four covers
the machine consequence of withholding the second one

» The test: could a person who likes you defend choosing
you to somebody who doesn’t

Gate Five: Access

What’s the next proportional step?

Note the word. The fifth gate isn’t the contract. It's whether the
next thing you’re asking for is sized correctly for where this
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person is standing. An ask one size too large reads as pressure
and spends everything the first four gates earned.

+ Offer the smallest step that’s genuinely useful to them,
then let them choose the pace

* When terms do arrive, they should read as the operational
version of the story already accepted. New positioning at
this point resets the whole sequence

* Remove the friction you added for your own convenience.
Every form field, every gate, every required call

» The test: would this next step still be worth taking if they
decided not to hire you

After the Gate: Advocacy

The client is still deciding, and they’ll keep deciding for about
ninety days.

+ The signature closes one evaluation and opens another.
Somebody spent political capital choosing you

» Give your champion material they can circulate internally,
unprompted, in the first month

» Ask for the referral after you’ve given them something to
say, not before

» The test: if a colleague asked your client why they chose
you, could they answer in one sentence they’'d be
comfortable repeating

Three Audits

The Friday audit
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Print every place your firm describes itself. Website, all partner
bios, capabilities deck, last three proposals, press release
boilerplate, Linkedln company page and every personal profile,
directory listings, association profiles, conference bios.

Read them in one sitting. Circle every place two of them
disagree about what the firm does, who it’s for, or how it works.

Three hours. The output is the list of contradictions a machine
finds instantly and nobody at your firm has ever seen
assembled. Chapter five explains why that matters more than it
used to.

The machine benchmark

Write down ten questions. Who are the best firms for this
problem in this market. What does this firm do. What kind of
client does this firm serve. Who should a company like mine call
about this. Add six more that a real prospect would ask.

Run them against the major Al systems. Record the answers
verbatim, with the date. Repeat quarterly.

An hour, once a quarter. You'll find out what the front door of
your market says about you, and the wrong parts become a work
order.

The language check

For the next twenty first meetings, note whether the prospect
uses your framing before you do. Write down the phrase.

This is the closest thing to a direct measurement of pre-contact
influence that exists, it costs nothing, and no dashboard will ever
produce it.

The Line
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Everything in this appendix describes how people decide. That
knowledge is usable in two directions and the difference
matters.

Working with a bias means designing so the true thing lands.
Loss aversion is real, so lead with how you prevent failure,
because you do prevent failure and saying so first is honest
sequencing. Social proof is real, so name the peers who chose
you, because they did.

Working against a bias means using the same mechanism to
make a false thing land. Manufacturing scarcity that doesn’t
exist. Implying peer adoption you don’t have. Framing a risk out
of view rather than into proportion.

The mechanics are identical. The intent isn’t, and the intent is
the whole thing.

There’s a practical argument alongside the ethical one, and I'd
rather you had both. Manipulation works once. This business
runs on repeat engagements and referrals from people who
have to live with having recommended you. A firm that wins by
exploiting a decision-maker’s fear has acquired a client who'll
spend the engagement looking for confirmation they were
played.

I've watched that happen. From a distance it looks like a win. Up
close it's a client who leaves in fourteen months and tells three
people why.

Use the sequence to help somebody decide something they’ll
be glad they decided. That's the whole standard, and it's
enforceable, because you'll find out either way.
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Sources

Every figure in this book carries a named source, a sample, and
a date. Where a source has a commercial interest in its own
finding, I've said so in the running text rather than down here,
because a footnote nobody reads isn’t a disclosure.

Preprints are marked as preprints. Where a number circulates
widely and | couldn’t find it in the primary document, it doesn’t
appear in this book, and the last section of this list says which
ones those were.

Chapter One

6sense, 2025 Buyer Experience Report. Nearly 4,000
respondents, plus a companion survey of 766. Point of first
contact moved from 69 percent of the buying journey to 61, with
buyers reaching out six to seven weeks sooner. 6sense sells
account-based marketing software.

Gartner, n=645, fielded August and September

2025. Sixty-nine percent turn to a sales representative to
validate Al-generated insights. Fifty-one percent say they’re
more likely to encounter misleading information from generative
Al, against 49 percent from a rep. Sixty-seven percent prefer a
rep-free buying experience. Forty-five percent used generative
Al during a recent purchase.

SparkToro, June 2026. Google’s Al Mode at 0.34 percent
of searches, January through April 2026, by clickstream
measurement.
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Conductor, data window May through September

2025. Al referral traffic averaging 1.08 percent across 13,770
domains, masking an elevenfold spread from information
technology at 2.80 percent to communication services at 0.25.
Conductor sells enterprise SEO and Al-visibility software.

Similarweb, 2026. Professional services carries the lowest
citation presence in ChatGPT responses of any category
tracked, under 4 percent. The metric is citation presence in
ChatGPT specifically, not Al search generally. Similarweb sells
digital intelligence data.

SurveyMonkey. Eighty-eight percent of marketers use Al in
their day-to-day roles.

CoSchedule, n=1,005, fielded December 2024 to

January 2025. Ninety-three percent report new Al features
added to tools they already owned. Their own counterweight:
only about 42 percent say most or all of their tools have them.

Emplifi, April 2026, n=1,600+ US and UK. Thirty-five
percent of Americans and 28 percent of Britons trust Al-
generated content.

Talker Research for World, n=2,000 US adults,

March 2025. Three-quarters trust the internet less than they
used to; respondents estimate 41 percent of online content is
accurate and human-written. The poll was commissioned by
World, the identity venture co-founded by Sam Altman, which
has an interest in the finding.

Nuremberg Institute for Market Decisions (NIM).
Buder and Unfried, NIM INSIGHTS Vol. 7 (2024), for “less
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natural and less useful.” Buder, Vol. 8 (2025), for credibility,
emotional impact, and memorability. Samples of 1,000 each in
the US, UK, and Germany. NIM publishes direction of effect
only, without effect sizes.

Gartner, n=632, fielded August and September

2024. Sixty-nine percent report inconsistencies between what
a supplier's website says and what its sellers say; 73 percent
actively avoid suppliers who send irrelevant outreach. Note this
is a different survey from the n=645 entry above, fielded a year
earlier.

McKinsey B2B Pulse, approximately 4,000 buyers

across 13 countries, published June 2026. Generative
Al a top-five supplier discovery channel. Inconsistent
information across a supplier's teams, specifically about price,
availability, and lead time, a leading driver of switching. Field
dates undisclosed.

Marshall Van Alstyne, MIT Sloan. “You are going to have

to create value and take value with agents. You're going to have
to sell to agents.”

UCP Checker, an independent scanner, July 2026. Of 11,414
verified merchant stores on Google’s commerce protocol, none
exposed a payment capability an agent could complete a
purchase against. The protocol is Google’s. The census isn't.

G2, n=1,038, June 2026. Two percent of buyers would
permit an autonomous agent purchase without pre-approval; 9
percent inside defined guardrails. Financial services ranks last
of all categories in willingness to delegate.

Chapter Two
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Chu & Hou, “Incumbent Advantage: Brand Bias and
Cognitive Manipulation Dynamics in LLM
Recommendation Systems,” arXiv 2606.17443,

June 16 2026. Preprint. Xi Chu (Trine University) and
Yupeng Hou (Texas A&M). Roughly 18,000 model calls across
GPT-40-mini, Claude Sonnet, and Gemini 3 Flash, in English
and Chinese, 20 to 30 repetitions per cell. Choice sets pair one
real incumbent (CeraVe, Paula’s Choice, EltaMD) against nine
fictional challengers. Domain is consumer skincare, with a
search-goods robustness check. At parity the incumbent is
recommended in 100 percent of the head-to-head trials and 94
to 96 percent in the advantage-ladder set. At the smallest
advantage the authors tested, the challenger’s win
rate runs 64 to 80 percent. The 0.075-star, 1.6x-review,
and 7.3-percent-discount figures are interpolated 50

percent breakthrough thresholds, not tested levels.
Variance decomposition puts product parameters at 82.4
percent of the outcome and brand identity at 1.2.

Linkedin B2B Institute with Bain, The Buyability

Project, n=750 senior B2B buyers, June 2025. Peer
recommendation the single most influential factor, three times
more influential than a cheaper price or a claim of better
performance.

Forrester, Buyers’ Journey Survey, approximately

18,000 global buyers. Thirteen internal stakeholders and
nine external influencers in a typical decision. Buying groups
roughly double when the purchase involves generative Al
features, at 14 members against 7.
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G2, n=1,038, June 2026. Evaluation overtook research as
the longest stage of the journey, 40 percent against 36, for the
first time in the study’s history. G2 operates a review platform.

TrustRadius, n=1,862, January 2026. Forty-seven
percent trust online resources less than a year ago, up from 39.
Seventy-two percent verify Al output as routine, up from 58. Two
percent trust it always. Analyst report usage down to 13 percent,
a 63 percent decline since 2022.

Gartner, n=632, fielded August and September

2024. Seventy-three percent actively avoid suppliers who send
irrelevant outreach. The same survey is used again in chapters
one and five.

TrustRadius, 2025 pricing research. Pricing the single
most cited frustration among software buyers evaluating
vendors.

*Michael Lewis, The Big Short, W. W. Norton, 2010.* The Burry
prospectus reading, the Scion returns, the withdrawal gates, and
the investor revolt.

Vishwakarma et al., SIGIR 2026, arXiv 2605.25517.

The 252,000-trial study is cited here and detailed under chapter
four.

Chapter Three

6sense, 2025 Buyer Experience Report. Ninety-four
percent of buying groups ranked their shortlist in order of
preference before engaging a seller, and bought from the
preliminary favorite 77 percent of the time. More than 90 percent
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of buying group members had personal experience with at least
one vendor already under evaluation.

Forrester, 2025 buyer research. Sixty-eight percent of
B2B buyers have a front-runner in mind at the very start.

G2, n=1,169 B2B decision-makers, April 2025.
Largest influence on vendor shortlists: generative Al chatbots
17.1 percent, software review sites 15.1, vendor websites 12.8,
market research firms 10.6, peers and colleagues 8.9,
salespeople 8.8.

SparkToro, June 2026. Zero-click searches at 68.01
percent of American search behavior.

Emblaze, the research arm of Corporate Visions.
Proactively created opportunities win at 33 to 41 percent against
18 to 25 for buyer-initiated; sellers with proactive habits
generate 19 to 30 percent higher annual revenue. Member-
gated, no published sample size or field dates. Vendor research,
included for direction only.

Wynter, n=100 B2B software marketing executives,

2024. Word of mouth and peer recommendation ranked most
influential by 73 percent. Small and narrow.

Linkedin B2B Institute with Bain, The Buyability

Project, n=750 senior B2B buyers, June 2025. Cited
in chapter two and used again here.

PowerBar. Documented from published accounts, principally
the International Directory of Company Histories, Outside, UC
Berkeley’s 2004 obituary of Brian Maxwell, and a 2023 interview
with co-founder Jennifer Maxwell: Maxwell was leading a 1983
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marathon when he ran out of energy late in the race and finished
seventh; the seed capital was about $55,000, most of it his fee
from an advertisement for Xerox’s Marathon copiers plus $5,000
from his parents; the 1986 launch with Chocolate and Malt-Nut;
$39 for three dozen by mail order; flyers placed under
windshields in race parking lots; free product given away at
events; and the Nestlé sale at a reported $375 million.

Not documented, and therefore not claimed as

PowerBar’s: the specific race, folding tables at any particular
mile marker, and the phrase “the point of sweat,” which appears
in no source | could find. Mile eighteen is my own image for the
behavior and the text says so.

Chapter Four

*Naftulin, Ware & Donnelly, “The Doctor Fox Lecture: A
Paradigm of Educational Seduction,” Journal of Medical
Education 48(7), 1973, pp. 630 to 635.* Fifty-five participants
across three groups. Favorable ratings at p less than .001 in all
three.

*Peer & Babad, “The Doctor Fox Research (1973) Rerevisited:
‘Educational Seduction’ Ruled Out,” Journal of Educational
Psychology, February 2014.* Between 59 and 70 percent gave
favorable evaluations; between 27 and 37 percent reported
learning something. The divergence is statistically significant
and was present in the original 1973 data.

Mark Williams-Cook, the DUCK YEA experiment.
Fictional company, deliberately invalid JSON-LD with a
fabricated context URL, a non-existent Schema.org type, and
invented properties. Both ChatGPT and Perplexity returned the
address, and Perplexity stated it had found the answer in the
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page’s embedded structured data. His own published caveat
appears in the text.

Ahrefs, May 2026, schema study. 1,885 pages that
added JSON-LD between August 2025 and March 2026,
matched against roughly 4,000 controls, measured across three
Al systems in thirty-day windows. Al Mode plus 2.4 percent,
ChatGPT plus 2.2, both indistinguishable from noise; Al
Overviews minus 4.6 percent, statistically significant. Every
page in the sample already carried 100-plus Al Overview
citations before treatment. Ahrefs sells SEO software.

Ahrefs, May 2026, lims.txt study. 137,210 domains
scanned; roughly 38,000 carried a valid file; 97 percent of those
received zero requests. John Mueller’s “purely speculative for
now” traces through a single report and should be held loosely.

SparkToro. Twelve prompts executed 2,961 times across
three Al assistants. Odds of the same brand set repeating
between any two of a hundred runs worse than one in a
hundred; the same ordering worse than one in a thousand.

Julius Schulte, “Don’t Measure Once: Measuring

Visibility in Al Search (GEO),” arXiv 2604.07585.
Seven runs per prompt per day to bring standard error below

0.10; source-level coverage requires eight; a 21 to 28 day
window yields 0.05 to 0.08.

Vishwakarma et al., SIGIR 2026, arXiv 2605.25517.
252,000 brand-anonymized trials across six models. Four
gatekeeper factors with odds ratios above 10,000: exact topical
match, price or cost information present, position in retrieved
context, recent visible timestamp. Seven differentiators
including internal consistency at 1.74 to 4.09 and query-term
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match at 5.99 to 40.0. Content Structure null at 0.79 to 1.68;
Scattered Information real at 1.13 to 3.87.

Schuster, Gautam & Markert, arXiv 2601.03746.
Thirteen models, 7,440 conflicting source pairs, Kendall’s W of
0.74. Attribution functions as a signal independent of source
quality; repetition from low-credibility sources can override a
strong source.

Xu, Igbal & Montgomery, arXiv 2605.14021. 55,393
queries and 98,020 claims. Eleven percent of claims
inconsistent with the sources they were attributed to.

Vercel, December 2024. ChatGPT’s crawler returned 404s
on 34.8 percent of requests, Anthropic’s on 34.2, against
Googlebot’'s 8.2. The same post confirms that Gemini and
AppleBot render JavaScript while OpenAl’s, Anthropic’s, Meta’s,
ByteDance’s and Perplexity’s crawlers do not. Twenty months
old and treated as directional.

Grossman et al., SIGIR 2026, arXiv 2604.27790.
Twenty-one major publishers blocking Google-Extended
received zero Gemini citations.

TrustRadius, n=1,862, January 2026. Detailed under
chapter two; the pricing and verification findings are used again
here.

Conductor. Detailed under chapter one; the 1.08 percent
referral average is used again in this chapter’s closing section.

*Hwang, Lee, Kang, Kim & Jung, “Can You Trick the Grader?
Adversarial Persuasion of LLM Judges,” Findings of the
Association for Computational Linguistics: EMNLP 2025, pp.
14632 to 14651, arXiv 2508.07805.* Seven classical persuasion
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techniques embedded in otherwise identical responses across
six math benchmarks. Persuasive language led model judges to
inflate scores on incorrect solutions by up to 8 percent on
average, with Consistency producing the largest distortion. The
paper tests judges grading answers.

Haritz Puerto et al.,, “C-SEO Bench: Does
Conversational SEO Work?”, NeurlPS Datasets and

Benchmarks 2025, arXiv 2506.11097. Listed because
chapter four discusses a miscitation attached to this author’s
name. The real paper covers six domains across two tasks and
finds most conversational-SEO methods largely ineffective and
frequently harmful to ranking. It tests models ranking
documents, a different setting from Hwang’s judging task, which
is why both findings can hold. The 7.7x multiple attributed
to “Puerto et al.” in an earlier draft of this book

appears in no paper by anyone.
Chapter Five

Mars Climate Orbiter Mishap Investigation Board,

Phase | Report, November 10, 1999. Root cause as
published: “The failure to use metric units in the coding of a
ground software file, 'Small Forces,” used in trajectory models.”
Contributing causes include a Software Interface Specification
that existed but was not used in ground software development
and testing, and inadequate communications between project
elements. Spacecraft lost September 23, 1999. Spacecraft cost
$125 million; mission $328 million.
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Gartner, n=632, fielded August and September

2024. Sixty-nine percent of buyers report inconsistencies
between what a supplier's website says and what its sellers say.

McKinsey B2B Pulse, approximately 4,000 buyers

across 13 countries. Inconsistent information across a
supplier's teams is the leading driver of switching. Publication
date May 2026; field dates undisclosed.

Schuster, Gautam & Markert, arXiv 2601.03746.
Thirteen models, 7,440 conflicting source pairs, Kendall’'s W of
0.74. Attribution functions as a signal independent of source
quality; repetition from low-credibility sources can override a
strong source.

Forrester, State of Business Buying 2026. Thirteen
internal stakeholders and nine external influencers; buying
groups roughly double when generative Al features are in the
purchase.

Vishwakarma et al., SIGIR 2026. Internal Contradictions

as a differentiator, odds ratios 1.74 to 4.09. Full entry under
chapter four.

The behavioral frameworks used in this chapter.
Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow, Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 2011, for the two systems. Robert Cialdini, /nfluence,
1984, for commitment and consistency. Amos Tversky and
Daniel Kahneman, “Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision
Under Risk,” Econometrica 47(2), 1979, for loss aversion and
framing.
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Third-party mention correlation figures cited in this chapter come
from vendor research with undisclosed methodology and are
used for direction only, as stated in the text.

Chapter Six

*Ryan & Gross, “The Diffusion of Hybrid Seed Corn in Two lowa
Communities,” Rural Sociology 8(1), March 1943, pp. 15 to 24.*
Farm operators in two Greene County, lowa communities. Forty-
nine percent named a salesman as the source of first
knowledge; 45.5 percent named neighbors as most influential in
causing them to plant, with salesmen at 32.0. Roughly five years
between first knowledge and first planting; about three more to
full acreage. Eighty percent of county adoption fell between
1933 and 1939. Secondary sources give the sample as both 257
and 259, so no figure is stated in the text.

Gartner, n=1,464 B2B buyers and consumers across
North America, the UK, Australia and New Zealand,
fielded November and December 2024, published

June 2025. Fifty-three percent reported personalization had a
negative effect. Those affected were 3.2 times more likely to
regret the purchase and 44 percent less likely to buy again, twice
as likely to feel overwhelmed and 2.8 times more likely to feel
rushed. Active personalization produced 2.3 times more
confidence.

Thomson Reuters, Future of Professionals 2026.
Two samples: 736 law firm professionals and 203 corporate
legal departments, within a total study of 1,816. Seventy-seven
percent of legal clients want Al-enabled quality, 5 percent
receive it, 32 percent are reconsidering firm relationships.
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American Institute of Architects, “The Architect’s
Journey to Specification: Artificial Intelligence
Adoption in Architecture Firms,” report dated

December 2024. Surveys sent to 10,000 randomly selected
contacts; 541 completed; fielded June and July 2024. Six
percent of the profession reported regular professional Al use;
53 percent had experimented without adopting; 8 percent of
firms had implemented Al solutions. Self-classified rather than
observed.

Conclusion

Chu & Hou, arXiv 2606.17443, June 2026. Preprint.
Experiment 3, scenarios SO through S4, testing live model
responses as increasing numbers of fictional brands adopt
authority-style optimization language while the incumbent stays
neutral. Individual payoff falls from plus 0.802 at first mover to
plus 0.007 at universal adoption. Incumbent recommendation
share moves from roughly 19.8 percent against a single
optimized challenger to 93.8 percent overall at universal
adoption, by model: Claude 99.4, GPT-40-mini 96.2, Gemini
84.9. Non-participating brands received zero recommendations
once competitors optimized. The authors describe the structure
as prisoner’'s-dilemma-like. Empirical testing rather than formal
game-theoretic simulation.

Behavioral Research

The behavioral science underneath this argument is
documented at length in the Decision Architecture Research
Library, with primary sources intact. Kahneman and Tversky on
prospect theory and framing, Cialdini on commitment and social
proof, Thaler on choice architecture, Tversky and Kahneman

187



B2B Marketing: Easier to Find. Harder to Choose.

(1974) on anchoring, Simon on bounded rationality, Damasio on
emotion and decision, Rogers on diffusion, Gollwitzer on
implementation intentions, Festinger on post-decision
dissonance, Mayer, Davis and Schoorman on trust, Kolb and
Schon on reflection.

On loss aversion specifically, because the appendix
carries the current state of the argument rather than the familiar
number: Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, “Advances in
Prospect Theory,” Journal of Risk and Uncertainty 5, 1992, for
the 2.25 coefficient. Brown, Imai, Vieider and Camerer, “Meta-
analysis of Empirical Estimates of Loss Aversion,” Journal of
Economic Literature 62(2), 2024, pp. 485 to 516, mean 1.955
across 607 estimates from 150 articles. Walasek, Mullett and
Stewart, “A meta-analysis of loss aversion in risky contexts,”
Journal of Economic Psychology 103, 2024, A = 1.31 across 19
datasets. Yechiam and Zeif, “Loss aversion is not robust: A re-
meta-analysis,” Journal of Economic Psychology 107, 2025,
roughly 1.07 under symmetric stakes with unordered
presentation.

Dan Ariely is deliberately absent from this list. His
most-cited honesty study was retracted following a data-fraud
investigation, and the anchoring work has drawn replication
challenges. Every mechanism this book needs is available
under Simon, Tversky, and Kahneman, so nothing is lost by
leaving him out. Where a claim in this book rests on that work,
the relevant entry is named in the text.

Rory Sutherland, Alchemy: The Surprising Power of Ideas That
Don’t Make Sense, is quoted directly in the appendix.
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The following appeared in earlier versions of this material, under
my name, and were removed after being run back to their
primary sources. I've listed them because a book that spends a
chapter on evidentiary standards owes the reader its own
failures, and because I'd rather you heard it from me.

A 287 percent higher purchase rate for multi-

channel buyers. Omnisend, an ecommerce email and SMS
vendor. Measures marketing campaigns rather than buyers. The
same company published 250 percent for the same finding. No
B2B data in it.

Eighty-nine percent retention against 33 for weak

omnichannel. Aberdeen Group, October 2013, contact

center research. The 89 is real. The 33 appears in no Aberdeen
document | could find.

Thirty-two percent of customers leaving after one

inconsistent experience. PwC, 2018, 15,000 consumers.
The original says one bad experience. The US figure for one
bad experience is 17 percent.

Ten to twenty percent revenue growth from brand

consistency. A vendor survey asking respondents what they
imagined would happen. Nothing was measured, by anyone.
The same vendor has published 23 and 33 percent for the same
idea in other years.

Ninety-five percent of firms with brand guidelines,

25 to 30 percent enforcing. Three studies from three
different years spliced into one sentence.
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Fifty-eight percent of B2B revenue from

segmented email. Not present in the report it’s attributed to.
The real figure is 55 percent, a different year, measuring email-
channel revenue.

A 72 percent engagement lift and an 80 percent

conversion increase from personalization. No primary
source exists for either.

Seventy-seven percent of buyers who won’t

purchase without personalized content. 205 marketing
and sales professionals stating a belief about relationships.

Sixty-three percent who never respond to non-

personalized outreach. 2,200 consumers in 2015,
reporting annoyance.

Seventy-four percent frustrated by irrelevant

content. 2,091 US adults on a non-probability panel in 2013,
describing website advertising.

A quotation about agents discovering, negotiating
and transacting with each other, attributed to an

MIT summit. The quotation doesn’t exist.

Ninety-four percent of B2B buyers using Al before

contacting sales. Single-vendor sourced. Gartner's 45
percent is used instead.

Forty percent of B2B deals abandoned to

indecision, attributed to LinkedIn. No LinkedIn primary
source. Traces to an agency recap of a conference.

190



B2B Marketing: Easier to Find. Harder to Choose.

A defensibility multiplier ladder of 1.5x, 7.5x and

10x. Appears in no source found.
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