


IDEA IN BRIEF

THE PROBLEM

Most firms present themselves in reverse: credentials, capabilities, and the offer up 
front, before the buyer has a reason to care. Sophisticated buyers feel the wrong order 
before they can name it.

THE SHIFT

Buyers decide in private, validate through research, and often meet a firm first through 
AI models that infer credibility from everything published. The order a firm earns belief 
in is now visible to humans and machines at once.

WHAT FIRMS MUST DO

Sequence every interaction around what the buyer needs to believe next: Purpose, 
then People, then Process, then Product. Audit each asset for the belief it assumes but 
hasn't earned.

Most of the gigs I got over thirty-plus years started from the same weird premise. 
The client had to overcome the odds to win. A national wealth manager trying to 
plant a flag where local practices had owned the relationships for a generation. A 
boutique asset manager leaving the friends-and-family chapter and entering the 
colder institutional capital chapter.

And yet, we won.

What never wore out was never glamorous, and it was harder to steal than it 
looked. I wish it were brilliance. Visibility mattered. Polish helped. What moved the 
needle was the order things happened in: what needed to be known first, what 
needed to be believed next, and what needed to happen before the ask felt 
reasonable.

Get the order right and it's obvious. Get it wrong and all the 
spending in the world looks like noise.

That observation, squared against the science of how people make decisions and 
three decades of client engagements, became a philosophy, a method, and this 
publication. The three have different names because they do different work.

THE DEFINITION

The Decision Sequence is the published work of Joe Worden, a marketing 
strategist in Phoenix, Arizona. Its philosophy is Decision Architecture: 
consequential decisions happen in a sequence, and the sequence can be 
designed. Its method is Trust-Sequenced Marketing: every marketing decision 
is ordered around what the buyer needs to believe first, Purpose, then People, 
then Process, then Product. A firm earns trust in that order, or it interrupts.
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01  The order, and why firms run it backward

Purpose first. Before they care who you are, buyers need to see you understand 
their world: their position, their stakes, their reason to care at all.

People second. Expertise is bought from people. A buyer who feels understood 
starts asking about the judgment behind the work, and they need to find real 
humans there, with real experience, willing to say something specific.

Process third. Buyers making big-ticket decisions fear getting it wrong more than 
they crave getting it right. A visible, disciplined process reduces the perceived risk 
of saying yes.

Product last. The offerings, the terms, the ask. By then the buyer is leaning in, and 
you're rarely pushing.

Most firms do that in reverse order: the credentials, the abilities, the offer, all of it 
up front before anyone cares. Sophisticated buyers feel the out-of-order before they 
can name it, and it lands the way any premature ask lands: pushy at best, 
desperate at worst, invisible most of the time. I spent thirty years getting hired 
against firms making that mistake, and it never stopped astounding me what it cost 
them.

"This is the essence of intuitive heuristics: when faced with a difficult 
question, we often answer an easier one instead, usually without noticing  
the substitution."
Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow

That substitution is the whole game in complex sales. The buyer can't fully evaluate 
the work, so they answer an easier question instead: do I trust these people? The 
sequence exists to answer that question in the order buyers ask it.

02  What changed

Trust still decides. What changed is how trust travels.

Prospects research before they call. Referral sources vet before they recommend. 
The modern buyer decides in private before you speak, and more and more often 
with an AI model in the loop. Those models are being trained daily on who is 
credible, what they do, and why you can trust them. Expertise is now inferred from 
everything a firm publishes and everything it never made the time to say.

A firm that reads as generic to a human reads as nothing at all to a machine.

At the same time the tools collapsed the quality floor out from under everyone. A 
polished deck can be built in thirty minutes. A credible-sounding article can be 
written in less. When every firm can sound like an expert on demand, polish no 
longer differentiates anyone. The advantage the tools can't produce is earned trust, 
shown in the right order, and backed by work a stranger can check.
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03  What to do with this

Stop defaulting to what you sell first. It's the most common pitch move in 
professional-services marketing and the most costly.

Run your homepage, your last proposal, your last outreach through one question: 
what is this expecting the reader to already believe? Anything that asks for belief it 
hasn't earned yet is out of order, and no volume solves an ordering problem.

The library from here is the how: how buyers filter, where trust forms, what proof 
goes where, and what happens when you get the order wrong. Every entry is 
footnoted to research with a named author, because a body of knowledge about 
how to earn trust should be easy to check.

That's the whole thing. Trust is earned in sequence. The sequence can be designed.

PRIMARY SOURCES

Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow. Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011. Source 
of the substitution heuristic quoted above: when a hard question resists evaluation, 
people answer an easier, related question in its place, usually without noticing.

FOUNDATIONS

The behavioral research underneath this argument is documented in the Decision 
Architecture Research Library.
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