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INTRODUCTION

“Bring me something fresh from the outside—something I 
don’t know. Show me that you’ve not only identified one 
of my problems, but you have a fresh solution that you’ve 
implemented somewhere else that will work for me too.”

—STEVE CLANCEY, CIO, Georgia Pacific

The sales profession is not for the faint of heart. But you know 
that. Here’s something you may not know:

According to Forbes, in 2017 a whopping 57 percent of sell-
ers missed their quota.1

We wanted to know why. Why do smart, well-trained 
people who work hard continue to come up short on their sales 
goals? Like all good salespeople, we started by looking at the 
problem from the customer’s point of view:

1	  Shep Hyken, “57% of Sales Reps Missed Their Quotas Last Year,” Forbes.com, 
September 2, 2018, https://www.forbes.com/sites/shephyken/2018/09/02/77-of-
sales-reps-missed-their-quotas-last-year/. 
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Seventy-seven percent of buyers say that sellers do not under-
stand their business.2

This, we believe, is the key, and it’s what this whole book is 
about: Helping sellers to see their products and services from 
the buyer’s point of view. Teaching them how to walk in the 
customer’s shoes and speak their language. Ultimately, show-
ing sellers how to determine the impact their solution has on 
their customers’ business and how to communicate that infor-
mation in a way the customer hears and understands. 

Vendors making a significant impact on a buyer’s business get 
a 31 percent higher share of wallet than other vendors.3

A 31 percent higher share of wallet could go a long way 
toward closing that gap for the 57 percent of salespeople who 
miss their quota. For the other 43 percent, it could blow their 
quota out of the water. This isn’t a sales trick. It’s not a sales 
process. It’s how to build credibility and confidence, and how 
to be more impactful early on. And despite what you might 
believe, it’s 100 percent possible.

WHAT’S GOING ON  
WITH SALES TEAMS?

When’s the last time you told your Sales leadership, “You 
know, I really think you need to raise my quota—it’s just too 
darn low”?

2	  Doug Winter, “How Well Do Your Salespeople Understand Your Buyers?” Biz-
journals.com, February 13, 2015, https://www.bizjournals.com/bizjournals/how-
to/marketing/2015/02/how-well-do-your-salespeople-understand-buyers.html.

3	  “Analytics and Advice for B2B Leaders,” Gallup.com, 2017, https://www.gallup.
com/analytics/267998/advice-for-b2b-leaders.aspx.
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Probably never. Every salesperson thinks their quota is too 
high. That thought gets in your head, and the more you believe 
it, the harder it is for you to sell. And when you consistently 
struggle to make your number and don’t see a clear path for 
making it, you tend to get discouraged. Some salespeople get 
so frustrated that they believe the only solution is moving to 
another company. But then, you have to learn a whole new line 
of products, and it probably isn’t any better—or easier to sell—
than the line of products at your last company.

It’s hard on you and it’s hard on your customers. You would 
like to build a better relationship with them over time and get 
to know their business. They’d like to work with a salesperson 
who sticks around long enough to learn their business and 
help them reach their operational goals, financial goals, and 
expected business outcomes.

WHAT’S GOING ON  
WITH EXECUTIVES?

All this leads to slower sales, missed quotas, and lost revenue. 
Sales leaders would love to explain all this to the CFO, the CEO, 
and everyone else who’s looking at them to deliver that big 
number, but ultimately, Sales leadership is still accountable, 
and it’s their problem. 

Executives have shareholders or investors to satisfy, sala-
ries to pay, and projects to fund. They have a number hanging 
over their heads, too, and Sales leaders and sellers are likely 
the biggest part of that number.

Publicly traded companies in particular have aggre-
gated quotas close to their budgets. They’re not building in a 
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50 percent fudge factor. When your company plans against 
a certain budget but doesn’t generate enough sales, there 
are tradeoffs like underfunded or canceled projects—even 
layoffs. And the margin between hitting and not hitting the 
number is slim.

When the 2020 coronavirus pandemic hit, a lot of compa-
nies stopped giving earnings-per-share (EPS) guidance due to 
the uncertainty. If you look at what they were putting out there 
before that time, you’d see the spread might be just 10 cents. 
They’d announce they were planning to make between $3.00 
and $3.10, and some spreads were even tighter. If they were 
off by a penny, investors would punish them for a long time, 
which is why a lot of companies did crazy things such as cut 
back on research and development (R&D), avoid nonessential 
travel, and even lay off their salesforces—the revenue-gener-
ating engines. There’s a lot of pressure on executives to make 
shareholders happy.

When it comes to hitting sales quotas, executives aren’t 
going to budge. The answer, then, has to come from Sales 
and what they can do differently to better connect with their 
customers and give them what they want.

Sales and Sales leadership are accountable, but it’s not 
an easy problem to solve. Sales leaders want their people to 
succeed. They want their sellers to feel enriched and find 
meaning in their work. But when you aren’t making quota, you 
feel your angst and your management’s angst too. Being part 
of a sales team that isn’t doing well is stressful, and the only 
solution is to figure out how to sell better. Yet, you’ve been in 
training for years, even decades. It didn’t seem to be this hard 
in the past, so what’s changed? Why isn’t what you always did 
in the past working anymore?
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THE SOLUTION

“The salesperson should be more interested in learning about 
my business, instead of telling me about theirs. Unless they care 
about what matters to me right now and are forward-thinking 
enough to find out what’s going to be important to me in the 
future, I am not going to care about what they can do and will 
care even less about the details of their solution.

“What’s sad is how many sellers don’t do it right. Even 
senior-level sellers have forgotten how to be ‘external’—
customer focused. Most are just dumping data, and no one 
wants to be data dumped.”

—DEAN Z. MYERS, President, DZM Consulting and former VP Global 

Supply Chain, Operations and Business Development,  

The Coca-Cola Company. DeanZMyersConsulting.com

The good news is, there is a solution, and it’s not as compli-
cated or difficult as you might think. The key is getting to know 
your customer better—their business, their industry, and the 
various stakeholders involved in the buying decision process. 
It’s making the effort to learn how they measure success. If 
you’re going to ask them to spend money with you, you need to 
be able to show how your solution can help them achieve their 
goals, implement their strategies, and ultimately deliver their 
desired business outcomes.

This is what Insight-Led Selling is all about. It empowers 
you to address the goals that are most critical to executives 
with business benefits such as enhanced customer experience 
and financial benefits such as improved revenue. These add up 
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to what executives are really looking for, which is a best-case 
business outcome.

Once you have these insights, you can use that skill forever. 
It will not become obsolete. It’s always relevant, in every 
industry, across the board. We are here to give you a repeatable, 
scalable framework, and once you understand the fundamen-
tals, you can implement it with every customer, in any industry. 
Once you start having conversations based on this framework, 
you will see a positive revenue impact.

The buyer pie is only so big in a given year. Someone’s 
getting the share, and it might as well be you. Following 
this framework will help you transform buyer perceptions. 
Customers will see that you’re different—that you do under-
stand them. In turn, you’ll net a higher percentage of wallet 
share and eliminate the competition. Because the majority 
of your competition is getting it all wrong. Put yourself in the 
high-performing minority, win the mindshare of the customer, 
and you’ll win the wallet share. Once you have buyer allegiance, 
they’ll want to keep talking to you, not take a cold call from the 
seller who shows no insight into their business and its needs.

By the end of this book, you’ll know how to have more 
business-focused conversations with buyers by having greater 
customer insights. You’ll be able to do your homework regard-
ing their goals and strategies and how they’re performing finan-
cially, and you’ll understand their industry headwinds and 
tailwinds and how your solutions deliver business outcomes, 
allowing you to tailor your conversations more effectively. You 
can visit InsightLedSelling.com for resources that will help 
you more quickly apply what you learn in this book. Use the 
code INSIGHTSELLER to access the site.
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To build a positive relationship and become the go-to seller, 
you need specific, concrete insights around the buyer’s goals 
and strategies. For instance, you might find out they are trying 
to reduce operating expense to invest more in the business 
and fuel top-line growth. Then the question becomes, what do 
you do? Our framework will help you map your solutions to a 
customer’s goals and strategies. Similarly, you’ll learn to iden-
tify your customer’s top three Areas of Financial Performance. 
We’ll help you come up with a clear explanation of how your 
solutions impact one or more of those financial areas. Part of 
looking at financial performance is figuring out exactly whom 
you’re selling to and what their metrics are. Then you’ll craft a 
story about how you can help them get there.

Industry headwinds and tailwinds are a way of thinking 
about challenges and opportunities. COVID-19 is an obvi-
ous example of a headwind for a traditional retail space but 
maybe a tailwind for a company like Amazon. A headwind for 
consumer products might be a retailer trend toward private 
label. A tailwind could be using technology to enhance buyer 
experience. Your role might be to explain how you could help 
with that transition.

All your research and thinking about the buyer’s perspec-
tive leads to a tailored message to each individual buyer that 
demonstrates the business and financial benefits of your solu-
tion in a clear, compelling way. We call this stage the How and 
How Much. We provide a way for you to have this conversation 
and ultimately explain how your solutions deliver business 
outcomes and how much your solutions will add to the top 
line—your client’s sales—and the bottom line, their profits.

To supplement what we know, we also interviewed exec-
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utive buyers for their perspectives. Many of them, such as 
Steve Clancey, Dean Z. Myers, and Candy Conway, graciously 
allowed us to quote them in the pages of this book.

“To be a better seller, have a strong story. Tell me how this 
is all going to work so I ‘get it’ right away. Be prepared for 
me not to like your initial proposal too. If it doesn’t work 
for me and I tell you why, be ready to adjust and propose 
something different.

“Most of all, follow up. I can’t say that enough. Few 
sellers follow up as often or as long as executive buyers 
need them to. We’re busy, and we need to be reminded of 
what a seller talked to us about the last time, and we need 
to be updated on what’s next. I appreciate a call that starts 
off with, ‘Hey, Candy, remember the last time we talked 
about this. Now I need to ask you about this.’ A good seller 
can do this without being obnoxious about it.

“So, have a strong story going in, be ready to adjust 
and adapt, and follow up. Sounds like Sales 101, right? Yet 
most sellers fail on one, two, or all three steps.”

—CANDY CONWAY,  

former VP Global Operations, AT&T

WHERE WE CAME FROM

As a professor of finance at Emory University and Georgia 
State University and an instructor at the Georgia Institute of 
Technology, Stephen, a PhD in Finance, had the opportunity 
to work with many different companies. His conversations 



Introduction

9

usually began with a finance group intent on improving oper-
ations. Stephen would help folks in different lines of business 
(or business units) such as operations, sales, and marketing 
understand how they impacted their business on a day-to-day 
basis and the business and financial benefits of new projects. 
While teaching an open enrollment workshop at Georgia Tech, 
a software company seller approached him about applying his 
ideas in a sales environment.

Here was their reasoning: Sellers have the challenge of 
explaining how their solutions improve performance and by 
how much just like people in different lines of business have to 
do internally. If that’s how companies manage performance, so 
too should a seller think that way when talking about the bene-
fits of their solutions. Stephen started getting engagements in 
the early ’90s, and by the early 2000s, he began focusing on 
sales organizations. Having worked for major Fortune 500s, 
Stephen brings clear, insider insights around how companies 
make decisions. Here, he takes that real-world experience to 
the other side of the table to help sellers be much more relevant.

Melody, a career-long seller and sales leader, spent twelve 
years at IBM and used this framework as a client executive, 
including having a large matrix team supporting a financial 
services customer with an aggregate quota of more than $150 
million. She knows firsthand that the framework in this book 
works because she used it and made her numbers.

Together, we have a clear sense of what both sides of the 
table need and how to get sellers to connect with buyers by 
offering real value—specifically, to improve the financial 
performance of their company. We know how to quickly get 
customers’ attention and tell them something they don’t 
already know, deliver business outcomes, show them how we 
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can make their life easier, and often, help them think about an 
issue in a way they haven’t before.

We know from experience there’s real frustration on the 
buyer side, caused by both external vendors trying to sell and 
internal marketers asking for more money. That frustration 
comes out in all kinds of interesting behavior, from customers 
saying, “Tell me something I don’t know in three minutes or 
this meeting is over,” to simply starting to laugh, signaling the 
seller’s time is up. Sales can be a brutal business if you don’t 
approach it in the right way.

You think about the buyer a hundred times more than 
they think about you; they’re not waking up wondering, what 
can I do to help my vendors? You have a small window to forge 
the right relationship. Doing so takes a framework—you can’t 
just leave it to chance and expect to succeed. There’s a lot of 
competition out there and only so many hours in a week. Exec-
utives don’t want to take extra meetings. In order to get your 
time with them, you have to demonstrate you’re bringing value 
that’s worth cutting some other meeting out of the schedule. 
No one is going to voluntarily cede you that time slot, so you 
have to earn it. Succeeding means gaining mindshare and 
impacting your customer’s performance. You have to be rele-
vant, or buyers won’t have time for you.

LET’S GET STARTED

This book outlines a framework, not a methodology. It’s agnos-
tic as far as any values-based sales process, and it fits with what 
you’re currently doing. If you’re already using a methodology, 
great. Our framework will not override or displace it.
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We understand you already have a sales method in place 
that probably breaks into opportunity, identification, and 
pursuit planning or something similar. It might be off-the-
shelf or custom-made for your organization. Our framework 
builds upon what you’ve already invested in. We help enhance 
every step of the sales process, from discovery all the way to 
post-sale and value realization.

This book isn’t an MBA crash course, and you don’t need 
to be a financial expert—or even have an advanced degree—
to understand it. We understand sellers, which metrics are 
relevant, and which insights matter to executives. We do the 
heavy lifting so you don’t have to worry about all the calcula-
tions. We’ll touch on them a little bit, but the whole point is 
to simplify what might otherwise be an intimidating topic. We 
want to make you comfortable so you can be more effective. 
We want you to walk away with a blueprint that you can repeat 
and scale so you can start seeing results right away. This infor-
mation is essential to sales, and it’s a crying shame they don’t 
typically teach it in business school. It would save a lot of exec-
utives, sales leaders, and salespeople a lot of grief.

Let’s start at the top, with the executives. Not yours—your 
customers’. Because if you can decode what the top decision 
makers care about, you will be better at showing the business 
outcomes benefits of your solutions.
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EXECUTIVE INSIGHTS

“I expect sellers to understand our products, our brand, and 
our business. They should listen to the earnings call, review 
the investor presentation, learn our goals, and know what 
our CEO cares about. Sellers who do that really stand out, 
and even if their solution isn’t a good fit for my project, I’ll 
refer them to other people in my company and even people 
in other companies.”

—JO ANN HEROLD, Chief Marketing Officer,  

The Honey Baked Ham Company

A sales VP at one of the largest global technology companies 
once told the story of meeting Lee Iacocca, the Chrysler CEO 
credited with saving the automobile company in the 1980s. The 
VP told Iacocca about all the solutions his company offered, 
but he seemed unimpressed. Then the VP’s wife spoke up to 
tell Iacocca how they’d just purchased a Chrysler minivan, 
which she loved, and that she had a few ideas for making it even 
better. In the end, Iacocca gave the woman his card and told 
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her to call him if she had any other suggestions. He completely 
ignored her husband, the VP!

To sell to executives, you must think like an executive. You 
need to tailor the message of the business and financial bene-
fits of your solutions in a way that addresses their needs, inter-
ests, and issues—not yours—and gains their trust.

Imagine you’re an executive looking at a mountainous 
pile of work that needs your attention. The last thing you 
want to do is have a pointless meeting with a vendor who just 
wants to sell you something and doesn’t understand your 
main problems and sources of stress or how to fix them. That’s 
essentially how Iacocca felt about the VP’s generic pitch. Now 
imagine a seller approaches you and says, “I know the top 
three items on your to-do list, why they’re so hard, and how 
to help you cross them off with much less stress.” Suddenly, 
you’d have plenty of time for that meeting, right? The VP’s 
wife, with targeted suggestions based on user experience, 
represented much more value to Chrysler, even though she 
wasn’t there to pitch anything.

Having executive insights affords these advantages:

•	 Puts you in the buyer’s mindset so you can understand 
what they value

•	 Allows you to have a more impactful business-focused 
conversation with decision makers 

•	 Leads to additional opportunities by taking a more 
holistic view of the customer
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SALES LANGUAGE AT THE EXECUTIVE LEVEL

The Iacocca story clearly illustrates that there’s a right way 
and a wrong way to speak to executives, and you absolutely 
must do your homework. You have to talk to them about what 
matters to them, not you nor your company. They care about 
their business, their products, and their customers. Mostly, 
they care about achieving business outcomes, which include 
both operational improvements and gains in financial perfor-
mance. And it’s not enough to just “know the numbers.” You 
also have to translate those numbers into information that 
gets an executive’s attention and actually matters to them: 
their goals, strategies, initiatives, and ultimately, expected 
business outcomes. Finally, you have to lead with what’s 
important to the executive buyer before you start rolling out 
any numbers at all.

Although the goals of executive stakeholders may align 
with the company’s goals (such as improving profitability), 
how each stakeholder gets there differs with initiatives often 
unique to the department. You need to know how they think, 
what their goals and key metrics are, why business and finan-
cial value matters to them, and how to talk to them.

You can’t just assume you’re talking to the right person 
either because roles and budgets have changed and are still 
changing. For example, titles such as Chief Digital Officer and 
Chief Customer Care Officer didn’t exist not so many years ago. 
In the tech space, as much as 50 percent of IT spend histori-
cally owned by the CIO’s office is now allocated to other depart-
ments. Lines of business such as marketing, sales, operations, 
and supply chain management make technology purchases 
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to increase revenue, improve profitability, and manage assets. 
That proportion represents a huge shift, and you need to 
think like your executive buyers and tailor your approach and 
language to the mindset of each individual.

Missed Opportunity

Surveys by our company, FinListics, and one of our partners 
that develops account visualization software, Revegy, shown 
in Figure 1-1, “How Well Does Your Sales Force Know Their 
Customers?” turned up these disappointing facts:

•	 Only 19 percent of Sales managers believe their sellers 
are trusted advisors.

•	 Nearly a third, 31 percent, think their sellers still focus 
on features and functions.

•	 A full 50 percent of the same managers said their people 
know the customer’s goals but struggle to align their 
solutions to those goals. 

Insights into not only the goals of executive buyers 
within a single line of business but also those of other busi-
ness units and tailoring your message accordingly represents 
a huge opportunity. Making the most of this environment of 
disbursed budgets requires learning to interact with exec-
utives who probably don’t speak the language you’re accus-
tomed to using.
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WHAT EXECUTIVES REALLY  
WANT FROM YOU

“First, I expect a sales professional to know my industry. 
Who else is selling into my industry? What differentiates 
this seller from their competition and how can they offer 
me a better value?

Figure 1-1. How Well Does Your Sales Force Know Their Customers? 
Our poll provided some disappointing results about Sales’ customer 
insights.
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“Second, know my business and how the product is 
made. If they’re new, they should avail themselves of an 
education. I do not want to hear how great their company 
is or all about their product, especially if they know noth-
ing about mine.

“Third, I want the seller to be my advocate. Sales reps 
know this because I tell them, ‘I have to be transparent with 
you and I have to trust you. I’m expecting you to be almost a 
pain in the side inside your company on my behalf.’ If I hear 
complaints from their leadership about how strongly the 
seller is supporting me, then I know they’re doing their job.”

—BILL CORTNER, President, Cortner Consulting, LLC, and  

former Director, Procter & Gamble Prchases  

and VP, J.M. Smucker Company

Our research for this book included many interviews with 
executive buyers to provide perspectives from the other side of 
the desk or virtual sales call. What we learned confirmed what 
we believed from our own experiences—that executive buyers 
want three main things from you, the seller:

1.	 First, they want to learn something from you that they 
don’t already know.

2.	 They also want you to demonstrate how your solutions 
can help them achieve their desired business 
outcomes. This is typically accomplished by improving 
operational performance, perhaps through greater 
efficiency, agility, and resiliency, which leads to 
improved financial performance.
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3.	 Finally, they want you to make their life easier. 
Executives are constantly fielding input internally. 
Sometimes they need your expert advice to sort 
through the noise and help them choose the best move.

Giving an executive buyer what they want benefits the 
seller as much as the buyer. By knowing their business and 
satisfying these three requirements, you’ll build credibility. 
You’ll also begin to see the buyer’s problem or goal—and their 
strategies and initiatives for solving that problem or reaching 
that goal—from their point of view. The clearer you are on their 
perspective, the easier it will be for you to empathize with them 
and actually care about helping them. Instead of just trying to 
sell them something, you’ll become invested in their success. 
Being an advocate for your buyer can lead to a deal for you and 
a better business outcome for them. Let’s talk about how you 
get there.

Tell Them Something They Don’t Know

“As anyone leading a company or division might attest, 
whether you’re in finance or otherwise, our full-time jobs 
are packed with both planned and unplanned responsibil-
ities. At times, it can be a stressful game of triage. Even 
though I like to keep an open mind, it’s difficult and unap-
pealing to prioritize a sales call from even the nicest person, 
so I may only give it a sliver of my time and headspace.

“If I’m going to allocate my time to a buying deci-
sion, I can’t afford for it to become a big project. I need 
the seller to spoon-feed me the critical items and answer 
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my questions without me having to ask them, ‘What will 
this do for me (problem-solution clarity), and what are 
its limitations? What’s the all-in price for the offering?’ 
Once that all settles into my consciousness, I can consider 
it, but I need that total transparency right away. I just 
don’t have time for lengthy back-and-forth emails, calls, 
and homework.”

—NATHAN DANE, CFO, Intent Solutions

Imagine your customer, a retailer, is expanding omni-
channel. They’ve brought in some consultants and done their 
own analysis. If you sell some type of omnichannel enable-
ment—distribution and fulfillment, marketing, whatever—
telling the buyer something they don’t know could include 
firsthand knowledge you’ve gained through real-world 
deployments, such as the common pitfalls that caused delays.

Without divulging confidential information or giving 
away secrets, you can still provide companies with insights 
they wouldn’t otherwise have access to about competitors’ 
operations, project risk, or financial performance. You’re 
working with many different customers. Bring that perspec-
tive with you to your meetings because it benefits your buyers 
and positions you as a valuable resource. Telling them how 
your solutions address their particular pain points with the 
competition—rather than just how many features a certain 
gadget includes—demonstrates insights into their business 
beyond simply what you’re trying to sell. 

Buyers are busy. They don’t always have time to get the 
big picture on trends. You provide value by filling that need. If 
a seller doesn’t have a perspective on what’s happening in the 
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industry or coming down the pike, all they have is their prod-
uct knowledge—and executives don’t care about your prod-
uct knowledge. They have reports that can give them all the 
nitty-gritty around product details. Executives want infor-
mation about the future of the industry and how to achieve 
their strategic goals, so your discussion should not be about 
product features but rather how you provide a solution that 
helps them compete within their industry while supporting 
their expected business outcomes.

INSIGHT-LED SELLING IN ACTION

Action: Tell an executive something they don’t know

Purpose: Align your solutions with business benefits

Ideally, you will complete this action by applying  
it to one of your customers. But you can also go to  
www.InsightLedSelling.com for examples of common goals, 
strategies, and initiatives for select industries. Use the  
code INSIGHTSELLER to access the site.

1.	 Identify one of your customer’s goals, strategies, and 
initiatives.

2.	 Based on these insights, what are some things you 
could tell the buyer that they don’t know that shows 

how your solution can help them achieve their goals, 

strategies, and initiatives?
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Deliver Business Outcomes

As shown in Figure 1-2, “What Do Executives Really Want 
from Your Solutions?,” there are three factors that drive finan-
cial performance: How fast are we growing? How profitable is 
the business? How well did we manage our assets? A compa-
ny’s goals and strategies, and the individual lines of business’s 
initiatives flow from the answers to these questions. What 
executives really want are solutions that align with those 
goals, strategies, and initiatives. Regardless of their depart-
ment, those questions drive the conversation, and if you’re 
not improving one of those three metrics in some tangible way, 
there’s not going to be much interest in a solution because it 
won’t be relevant.

Executives want your solutions to deliver business 
outcomes such as enhancing the customer and employee expe-
rience, improving time to market, mitigating risk, and improv-
ing agility and resiliency. These operational benefits lead to 
financial benefits.

You might say, for example, “I understand your goal is to 
increase profitability by improving manufacturing processes. 
Here’s how our solutions have helped others in your industry 
improve their profitability by automating key manufacturing 
processes, specifically in the areas of labor and materials.”

If you don’t open the aperture to take a higher-level look 
at the three major buckets, you’re just going to get into a price 
war. It’s going to be all about price, price, price. Regardless of 
what you’re selling, you need to take a bigger-picture view than 
price and explain how working with you will deliver expected 
business outcomes.
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INSIGHT-LED SELLING IN ACTION

Action: Link your solution’s financial performance to a 
customer’s desired business outcomes

Purpose: Understand and better communicate how your 
solution delivers financial benefits

The three key Areas of Financial Performance are (1) reve-
nue growth, (2) profitability, and (3) asset utilization.

•	 Which of these three areas of performance does your 
solution improve?

•	 Select one of these areas and create an elevator pitch 
explaining in nontechnical terms how your solution 
helps improve this area of performance for  
a customer.

Make Their Life Easier

At a conference Stephen attended as a speaker, one of the other 
speakers, a medical device company CEO, was asked what advice 
he’d give sellers. He said, “Don’t show me anything too complex. 
If it’s too complex, you haven’t done your job, and I’m not going 
to spend much time thinking about it.” Executives need you to 
give them enough information to assess whether the solution is 
a good idea. They don’t want all the details; they want clarity. To 
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Figure 1-2. What Do Executives Really Want from Your Solutions? 
Their wants generally fall into these categories.
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paraphrase Einstein, “Keep it simple but not too simple.”
You have to respect executives’ time and attention. They’re 

very busy. Just because you’re interested in something doesn’t 
mean they are; you have to make your conversations relevant 
and explain what’s in it for them. What you don’t want is to 
become part of the burden for them. That’s the fastest way to 
be passed down to an underling. Executives need someone 
they can trust to cut through the chaos and help them stand 
out from competitors. If you can persuade them of your ability 
to make their life easier, you’ll keep their attention.

“I’ll give sellers three pieces of advice:
“Know the problem I’m trying to solve and how I’ve tried 

to solve it. Don’t lose time in the conversation by making 
recommendations for avenues I’ve already explored.

“Remember that it’s all about my company’s needs—
not yours.

“Be competent and knowledgeable about what you’re 
selling and be flexible during our conversation. If your 
product isn’t a perfect fit, be prepared to tell me how it can 
be adjusted to make it work.”

—DAWN GARIBALDI, President, Amplify Strategy, and former Vice-Presi-

dent, Supply Chain, Fabric & Home Care–Asia, Procter & Gamble

STEP OUTSIDE YOUR COMFORT ZONE

You probably have go-to people in your accounts who help 
you along with your deals. Sometimes those are the only 
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people you need. But it’s easy to get comfortable and never 
take the next step of talking to executives in the company 
whose goals and strategies could benefit from your solution. 
That leaves opportunity on the table, because you could be 
bringing more value and, in effect, harvest more interest and 
support for a bigger deal.

At the same time, spending all your time with a single 
point of contact introduces risk because that person could 
move to a different role or even leave the company. Even if 
your current deal goes through, there may not be any commit-
ment to the solution from others in the company. With no 
advocate, the odds of success won’t be as good.

You need more than one relationship to see the big 
picture of what you can offer; you also need relationships 
to build and maintain trust, credibility, and influence. It’s 
important to make yourself more relevant in the organiza-
tion with insights into the broader context and how execu-
tives contribute to achieving a goal. 

Your friend in the account may be acting as a gatekeeper. 
Yet, you know there are other stakeholders that you could 
and should be talking to. Don’t be afraid to ask for an intro-
duction. You are not putting your deal at risk; rather, you are 
expanding it to a wider audience whom you can help and who 
can help you.

Technology sellers, for example, used to be comfortable 
in the CIO’s office. The problem is, the profile of the CIO is 
changing. A decade ago, CIOs tended to be technologists 
whose main responsibility was keeping the lights on. They 
were also focused on lowering the cost of IT. Now technology 
enables many other parts of the business. So instead of being 
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a CTO or “Head of IT,” the CIO is now an extension of the 
business. They’re more of a business leader than a technol-
ogy leader. CIOs today often come from other lines of busi-
ness and they don’t always have the technical depth required 
to “talk tech” with a technology seller. But sellers still have to 
talk to them. Trying to get the job done with someone a level 
or two below the CIO doesn’t always cut it. You need to speak 
to the executive and you need to know their language.

Another challenge is talking to new buyers, which can 
happen for a variety of reasons, such as when your custom-
er’s company buys another company or when you create new 
products that solve problems for other lines of business. For 
example, we work with a wonderful supply management soft-
ware company that has many bright sellers. They feel very 
comfortable talking to supply chain VPs about how a supply 
chain is a strategic weapon. Originally, they’d focused on 
warehouse management and how their solutions made them 
more efficient and the financial benefits. About five years ago, 
their new solution targeting retail offered to improve omni-
channel management, grow the business, and better manage 
costs. Yes, they could pitch that to the VP of supply chain, but 
now marketing, store operations, and finance were involved 
in the decision too. They’d never worked with a CMO or VP 
of store operations, so they had to learn their key initiatives, 
understand how they measured success, and know how to 
talk to them in their language.

The buying landscape is constantly changing. Keeping up 
requires knowing your buyers—the real decision makers, who 
may be collaborating across departments—getting outside 
your comfort zone and learning to speak their language.



INSIGHT-LED SELLING

2 8

CORPORATE DECISION MAKING

Figure 1-3 shows the basic structure and characteristics of 
corporate decision making. As you move up or down the pyra-
mid, what you talk about has to change.

At the top of the pyramid, executives have big-picture 
goals, strategies, and initiatives and they determine how to 
monitor a company’s success. To maintain an attractive stock, 
they might aim to grow the company 5–10 percent per year. 
They’ll be looking at market value, cash flow, return, earnings 
per share, and so on.

Moving down a level, the vice-president of Sales, for exam-
ple, is focused on sales attainment, while operations will be 
focused on operating costs that impact profitability, and prod-
uct development is looking at new product introduction. At 
the very bottom of the corporate decision-making pyramid, 
people tend to focus on shorter-term goals and items such as 
budget variances of operating expense and completing proj-
ects on time and within budget. They’re concerned with what 
they need to get done that day, week, or quarter. They have 
particular metrics to hit, and your pitch about high-level strat-
egy won’t carry much weight with these people.

Most sales reps start having conversations at the bottom 
and strive to move to higher-level management and finally 
executives. Using a low-level conversation with a high-level 
executive won’t work either. Depending on their place in the 
hierarchy, people’s focuses and metrics are very different. 
You need to change your mindset to talk to the middle versus 
the top. Learn to tailor your conversation and you will see an 
impact on sales.
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Figure 1-3. Corporate decision making is influenced by how people are 
measured, which varies between roles.
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OPERATING AND FREE CASH FLOW

A COMPANY’S ABILITY TO GENERATE cash either 
currently and/or in the future is what gives it value. Two 
of the most referenced measures of cash flow are Oper-

ating Cash Flow and Free Cash Flow.

Operating Cash Flow is the cash generated from 
cash receipts from sales less all cash expenses such 
as operating expenses, interest, and taxes. Free Cash 
Flow is Operating Cash Flow less capital expenditures. 

Companies focus on cash flow since it has all the levers 
of creating value such as how well revenue, operating 
expenses, taxes, and capital expenditures are managed.

Microsoft, for its fiscal year 2020, generated a little 
over $60 billion (yes, billion) in Operating Cash Flow 
and invested around $15 billion in capital expenditures, 
resulting in $45 billion in Free Cash Flow.

TRANSFORMING FROM VENDOR  
TO STRATEGIC PARTNER

“We want to partner with vendors that make us better. As a 
result of doing business together, we want them to do better 
too. That’s the ideal relationship, but it requires the vendor 
taking the initiative to bring us something new, like infor-
mation on what other companies are doing.

“In turn, we’ll share our challenges and opportunities 
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with them so they can create more value for us. That’s the 
preferred partnership we want with vendors, and those 
partnerships are critically important.”

—STEVE CLANCEY, CIO, Georgia Pacific

There’s a sort of hierarchy that classifies sellers, from the 
point of view of the buyer:

1.	 Vendor

2.	 Preferred Supplier

3.	 Solution Provider

4.	 Trusted Advisor

5.	 Strategic Partner

To sell at the top, you have to transform the way exec-
utives view you. Instead of being seen as a vendor, strive to 
become a strategic partner. Seventy-one percent of B2B 
customers are willing to take their business elsewhere, 
usually for a lower price, which is sad. This is a clue that most 
sellers are indeed seen as simply vendors competing on price. 
If you can go beyond being the vendor with the lowest price 
and make an actual impact on the business by helping to grow 
revenue, increase profits, or manage assets, executives will 
value you as a preferred supplier, solution provider, trusted 
advisor, and eventually, a strategic partner, and you will have 
the opportunity to increase wallet share.
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Of B2B clients, 71 percent are willing to take their business 
elsewhere, usually for a lower price.4

Executives have preconceived notions about suppliers, and 
you have to deepen your relationship to change their assump-
tions. Solution success and service are just table stakes. Aggres-
sive selling doesn’t do the job. Competence of your team is 
important but not the whole picture. Our experience has shown—
and our interviews with executives have confirmed—that exec-
utive buyers want business outcomes. Aim to position yourself 
as a strategic partner at the executive level who measurably 
improves your customers’ business, and watch your sales grow.

Typical vendors don’t deeply understand the business, and 
they’re rarely invited to meet with an executive. A step up from 
vendor is preferred supplier, whom an executive might see on 
an annual basis, then solution provider, whom they might see 
quarterly. A trusted advisor isn’t a bad place to be. Your goal 
should be just above that, to being a strategic partner who, to 
the buyer, feels like an arm of their operation and part of the 
fabric of their company.

Making that transformation requires honest self-assessment. 
Who are you to your customers right now? How do you know? 
If you’re stuck at the level of solution provider, you’re probably 
not growing the account as much as you’d like. To deepen your 
relationship, you must hone your ability to articulate how your 
offerings align with their goals, strategies, initiatives, and ulti-
mately, expected business outcomes. You must clearly explain, 
in executive terms, how much value you will bring with regard to 
increased profitability, growth, or asset utilization.

4	  “Analytics and Advice for B2B Leaders,” Gallup.com, 2017, https://www.gallup.
com/analytics/267998/advice-for-b2b-leaders.aspx.
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HOW TO COMMUNICATE  
WITH EXECUTIVES

Executives who give you a slot on their calendar expect you to 
respect their time. Do that by getting to the point, telling them 
how your solution aligns with their goals, and being up front 
about when your solution worked and when it didn’t. You’re 
not there to make a friend. You are there to solve a problem. 
Focus on that and you’ll have their attention.

Get Straight to the Point

Executives talk to a lot of vendors, and their bullshit detector is 
always on. If you sound too salesy, they’ll stop listening. Limit 
the pleasantries, skip the window dressing, and focus on the 
core messaging around the solution.

Tell Them Why It Matters

Don’t lead with how much your solution costs or how much 
it will save them. That tactic can place you squarely in the 

“vendor” category, cost you credibility, and eliminate you and 
your solution from the running. Buyers often have a number 
in their head and need to hear more before adjusting those 
expectations.

Instead, lead with how your product fits with their goals 
and can help them implement their strategies and initiatives. 
That’s what they care about, first and foremost. Demonstrate 
your familiarity with their situation and explain in nontech-
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nical language how your solution aligns with their strategies. 
Come around to the cost and the financial benefits after you’ve 
established that fit.

TELL EXECUTIVES WHAT THEY WANT 
TO KNOW, NOT WHAT YOU WANT TO SAY

ONE OF OUR EXECUTIVE COACHES once ran Sales for a 
major telecommunications company. Later in his career, 
he was on the other side of the desk. The first few times 
sellers came in, he’d get irritated with them until he real-
ized, “Oh, my God, that’s what I sounded like.”

Put yourself in your buyer’s shoes and ask yourself, 
“What do they want to know?” and “What am I telling 
them?” How far apart are the answers?

Be Transparent

Buyers want sellers to be candid. They want them to be up front 
and not hide important information—both good and bad. Work-
ing with executives, we often hear comments such as, “Don’t 
hide the problems or give me any surprises.” These buyers tell 
us that vendors like to talk about all the great features of their 
product but fail to mention past issues or failures.

Talk about the business outcome benefits and successes, 
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and also tell them about the times implementations didn’t turn 
out as planned. Don’t blame those customers, though; instead, 
explain the lessons you learned and how you will leverage that 
knowledge for their implementation. Use your experience to 
show them how they can lower their own risk; being truthful 
about the potential challenges will build trust.

MAKE IT PERSONAL WITH EXECUTIVE  
COMPENSATION

The degree to which an executive is comfortable discussing 
executive compensation with you varies among executives and 
may be influenced by the strength of your relationship, but no 
matter whom you are talking to or how well you know them, you 
need to be aware of the details of executive compensation, how 
to find it, and most importantly, how to discuss it appropriately.

Executive decision making is obviously driven by company 
goals, but it’s also driven by the executive buyer’s individual 
compensation structure. If you know how your customer is 
compensated, you can use that information to get their atten-
tion. For example, if an executive is compensated based on 
profits, think about how your offerings can impact profits and 
mention that in your conversations. You don’t have to be creepy 
and say, “I know you’re compensated on profits, so you’ll like 
what my solution can do,” but don’t be shy about clearly stating 
any benefit that impacts them directly.

In addition to salary, executives are usually compensated 
on annual and long-term incentives. Base salary is a given; that 
leaves incentives based on short- and long-term goals. Stra-
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tegic goals tend to be esoteric, while annual compensation 
metrics goals are more tangible and easier to link to your solu-
tion. Annual compensation metrics vary a lot by industry and 
slightly within an industry. Figure 1-4, “Executive Compensa-
tion,” shows some of the most common metrics.

Figure 1-4. Executive compensation influences decision making and 
typically varies between industries.
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COST-TO-INCOME (EFFICIENCY) RATIO

THE COST-TO-INCOME RATIO (CIR), ALSO known as the 
Efficiency Ratio, is a key driver of banks’ and other finan-
cial institutions’ financial performance. CIR is Noninter-
est Expenses expressed as a percentage of revenue. 
Noninterest expense includes items such as salaries and 
related expenses, IT services, premises and equipment, 
professional fees, and regulatory fees. For large banks 
in North America, the CIR averages around 60 percent, 
which means noninterest expenses absorb around $0.60 
for each $1.00 in revenue. By comparison, the better 
performers’ CIR is closer to 55 percent.

Banks typically are focused on improving the CIR by 
better managing all its components.

EARNINGS BEFORE INTEREST, TAXES, 
DEPRECIATION, AND AMORTIZATION  

(EBITDA)

EBITDA IS A COMMONLY USED measure of profits for 
companies in capital-intensive industries such as indus-
trial manufacturing, metals, and mining. EBITDA is 
revenue less direct costs such as materials, labor, and 
overhead; and indirect costs such as sales and market-
ing, IT, and product development. Caterpillar, for 
example, for its latest twelve months at the time of the 
writing of this book, had around $8.5 billion in EBITDA, 
which was $43.7 billion in revenue less approximately 
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$35.2 billion in direct and indirect costs. Companies 
use EBITDA because it helps people focus on what 
they have the most control over in the near term.

EBITDA is often expressed as a percentage of reve-
nue to assess changes in EBITDA over time and compare 
it to other companies. This is called the EBITDA Margin. 
The average EBITDA Margin for industrial Machinery 
and Equipment manufacturers in Europe is around 13 
percent and 17 percent for better performers.

How to Find  
Compensation Data

Executive compensation isn’t “insider information”—it’s often 
in the public domain. Publicly traded companies in the United 
States include that information in their definitive proxy state-
ment, also known as SEC Form DEF 14A. Outside the United 
States, it’s in a company’s annual report in the section titled 

“Remuneration” or “Compensation.” Businesses post these 
online, so just go to the company’s website and look under tabs 
such as “Investor Relations” and “Financial Statements.” Bear 
in mind that there are cultural nuances in the accuracy of data 
from one country to the next. North American and European 
countries tend to be more transparent about this information, 
while countries in other regions of the world, such as Asia, tend 
to generalize the data.



Executive Insights

3 9

How to Talk about It 
(without Being Creepy)

There’s a right and a wrong way to introduce compensation 
into your conversations, illustrated in Figure 1-5. See if you can 
tell the difference:

“Ms. Raymond, I know you made two and a half million 
dollars last year, but wouldn’t it be nice to hit your metrics on 
net income and return on equity? I can help you with those, as 
well as your customer satisfaction and loyalty initiatives. Buy 
from me, and you’ll meet your annual goals, collect on your 
compensation package, and finally be able to afford to take 
Mr. Raymond—and those adorable Raymond children, Moe, 
Larry, and little Curly Joe—on that trip around the world!”

versus
“Ms. Raymond, our company aims to help you achieve your 

goal of getting your product to market faster, which will improve 
financial performance in areas such as net income, return on 
equity, and risk and strategic initiatives.”

In the second example, you don’t sound like a stalker, but 
you’ve communicated benefits that will resonate with the 
buyer on a personal level. 

The caveat to this is that you should always consider your 
relationship with the buyer. If this is your first conversation, 
obviously lean heavily toward “not creepy.” But if you’ve talked 
to them before and they trust you, you actually can stretch the 
boundaries by speaking specifically to their compensation 
without making them uncomfortable. At least one executive 
buyer we interviewed told us they are completely comfortable 
with those conversations:
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Figure 1-5. Make Executive Compensation Part of the Conversation—
but do it without being creepy.
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“I don’t mind sellers knowing how I’m measured. We’re a 
public company and they can find that information in our 
proxy statement. Executives are often measured on return 
on assets and a few other things, and if a seller tells me, ‘I 
understand that this is how you’re measured, and this is 
how I can help you with that,’ and they can actually prove 
it, they have my attention. Some people don’t like to talk 
about executive compensation, but I view it as, ‘Okay, they 
did their research.’ That’s not a bad thing.”

—CFO of a community bank

HOW EXECUTIVE COMPENSATION 
IMPACTS THE ORGANIZATION

Imagine you’re selling logistics solutions and calling a ware-
house manager or selling automation solutions and calling an 
individual plant. Although it’s interesting to know how exec-
utives are compensated, those likely won’t be the relevant 
metrics to the person you’re talking to at a warehouse or plant. 
Their compensation will operate differently. So why is exec-
utive compensation relevant in that case? Think about how 
executive compensation impacts the organization, shown in 
Figure 1-6.

Let’s take a large retail chain example. The highest level, 
the “executives,” includes the CEO, CFO, and senior VPs of 
major geographical operations. They occupy the tippy top and 
get compensated on sales and profits. They focus not only on 
yearly sales but also on clearing a decent profit on those sales 
(Operating Income).
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OPERATING INCOME  
(PROFIT)

OPERATING INCOME, WHICH IS ALSO known as Oper-
ating Profit, is one of the most widely used measures 
of profits. Operating Income is revenue less direct and 
indirect costs and unlike EBITDA, it also takes out depre-
ciation and amortization. Operating Income is EBITDA 
less depreciation and amortization. Going back to the 
Caterpillar example, Operating Income was around 
$6.0 billion, which is the $8.5 billion in EBITDA less $2.5 
billion in depreciation and amortization. Companies 
often use Operating Income because it helps people 
focus on all the elements of profits.

Operating Income is often expressed as a percentage 
of revenue, which is referred to as Operating Income 
Margin. The average Operating Income Margin for 
large consumer products companies in South America is 
around 10 percent and for better performers, 12 percent.

If we go down a level, we start getting into the people at the 
top of the more functional areas, such as the vice-presidents 
of supply chain management, merchandising, and store oper-
ations. They look at total logistics cost, in the case of supply 
chain management, because that impacts Operating Income. 
Merchandising—selecting the merchandise—impacts sales 
as well. The merchandising VP wants to know the sell-
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through rate, the profit margin, and whether there were a lot 
of markdowns, impacting both sales and Operating Income. 
Then the VP managing all the thousands of stores will have 
responsibility for how productive those stores are, looking at 
both sales and operating costs.

Finally, we get to everyone else. This group includes indi-
vidual store managers, individual Distribution and Logistics 
managers, the regional director of HR, and so on. They take 
the high-level metrics and break them into smaller pieces.

A store manager would look at individual store sales and 
the profit on those sales, as well as labor costs and theft rate. 
Even though they’re not managing the huge corporation, 
they’re managing a good-sized enterprise. They hear from 
higher-ups every week about how actual sales compare to fore-
cast and about having overtime when they weren’t supposed to.

Like the store manager, the distribution manager aligns 
with the executives’ interests by keeping track of labor costs, 
maintenance costs, overtime, delivery performance, and the 
like. If they’re supposed to ship online orders next day, what 
percentage of those shipments actually go out on time with-
out errors or damage? That’s what they care about. If you’re 
talking to the distribution manager, you won’t necessarily 
look at Operating Income because distribution centers are 
not considered profit centers. However, you’ll look at compo-
nents that will eventually drive Operating Income.

The director of HR will focus on issues such as labor turn-
over. Higher turnover means spending more on acquiring 
talent and having a less experienced workforce. As employ-
ees move up the experience curve, they become more effec-
tive in terms of costs and helping customers make purchases, 
so there’s a sales component.
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The point here is even if you’re not talking to the top exec-
utives, having insight into executive’s incentives will help 
you break down how the various tasks and Key Performance 
Indicators serve the overall strategy.

SUMMARY

Insights into how executives think and what they want from 
your solution will help you move from vendor to trusted advi-
sor and, eventually, strategic partner. Learn to speak their 
language and tailor it to others’ roles too. 

Buyers want you to talk to them not only in terms of their 
key metrics but also in the context of their industry. It doesn’t 
work to use a manufacturing pitch for someone not in manu-
facturing. You don’t have to be an industry expert, but make 
sure you know what’s going on in that sector—the technology 
and business trends, as well as some of the risks. Once you’ve 
gotten into the mindset of an executive, it’s time to gather key 
insights on their industry.

EXECUTIVE INSIGHTS BEST PRACTICES

Following these Insight-Led Selling best practices will 
help you avoid being seen as a vendor who’s easily dismissed 
by top buying executives, and instead valued as a partner 
who can help them reach their goals.
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•	 Do your research. Have clear insights into your 
customer’s business, what drives it, their key prob-
lems, and their expected business outcomes.

•	 Don’t start out by talking about your product, tech-
nology, features, or functions. This is like a hammer 
looking for a nail. Executives have no time or interest 
unless you start with their needs. Instead, grab your 
customer’s attention by focusing on a key need or busi-
ness driver that can benefit from your offering. Make 
sure your solution can produce real business outcomes 
by improving operational and financial performance 
around this driver and talk about the impact before you 
talk about your product.

•	 Executive compensation starts at the top level. If it’s 
important in the C-suite, similar compensation metrics 
will flow downhill to other levels of the organization. 
Tie your solution to key bonus metrics, but instead of 
directly talking about the buyer’s incentives, simply 
mention how your solution drives key metrics and let 
the executive link this to their bonus.

•	 Tell the customer something they don’t already 
know. Go beyond tech and specs and help them solve 
a problem.
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Figure 1-6. How Executive Compensation Metrics Spread throughout the 
Organization illustrates how compensation often relies on a person’s role.
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INDUSTRY INSIGHTS

“I want a seller to have deep knowledge and demonstrated 
capability in my industry. Show me where you’ve done this 
before. Bring me references so I can call them. I need to be 
confident that this seller has a solid track record of success 
in the work they’re proposing.”

—STEVE CLANCEY,  

CIO, Georgia Pacific

One day Andrea, a software salesperson and one of our 
clients, came to us for help. She was struggling with one of her 
customers, a bank. There was a large deal on the table that 
she couldn’t close, and she didn’t understand why. We asked 
Andrea how she was presenting the solution, and everything 
she said made sense, but the elements she addressed and 
terminology she used were so generic that she wasn’t break-
ing through to the decision makers. They were hearing the 
same words every other salesperson who stepped into their 
offices used: “Here’s how we can help you manage your busi-
ness better, faster, cheaper, etc.” Okay, but what does that 
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mean? Without specifics, as far as the bank was concerned, 
she had no credibility.

Although Andrea understood the bank’s needs and how her 
solution addressed them, she didn’t understand the banking 
industry’s core elements nor have the right words to discuss 
them. We showed her what she should be talking about, in 
banking terms the decision makers would understand. Most 
importantly, we taught her about the banking industry’s core 
metric—Cost-to-Income Ratio. 

If you’ve ever worked with banks, you’ve probably heard 
the term “cost-to-income (efficiency) ratio,” an important 
metric for financial institutions and one that a buyer in that 
industry expects their sellers to know. Armed with this new 
industry knowledge, Andrea got another meeting with the 
bank, talked to them about the potential impact of her solution 
on their Efficiency Ratio, and closed the deal.

Knowing industry insights—such as how your customer’s 
industry measures performance—provides many advantages:

•	 Allows you to think more broadly about the impact 
of your customer’s issues and the potential value of 
your solution

•	 Gains trust with your customer, so they are more  
willing to share information with you about their 
priorities

•	 Better prepares you to offer a solution that delivers 
better business outcomes
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INDUSTRY ESSENTIALS

“A seller doesn’t have to know everything I know about 
my business or my industry, but they should know a good 
portion of what I know. And they must understand the 
competitive landscape. They should know my strengths 
and my problems—and those of my competitors. That’s how 
they can sell to me: by understanding where I’m weak and 
someone else is strong, and helping me to close that gap.”

—KEN MAY, former CEO, Top Golf and former  

Chief Operating Officer, Krispy Kreme Doughnuts

Common corporate goals such as profitability exist across 
all industries. However, within each industry there exist 
metrics, measures, and goals that are somewhat unique to 
that industry. Without knowing an industry’s essentials—what 
actually matters to the decision makers at companies within 
the industry—you cannot align your team, set up a strategy, 
or bring the right resources to your customers at the right 
time. You might be doing just enough to keep the business, or 
maybe they’re working with you because of the relationship 
you’ve built, but you are ripe for losing that account to the first 
salesperson who steps in and shows the decision maker how 
they can make a difference in what truly matters to executive 
buyers. In banking, it’s Efficiency Ratio. In brick-and-mortar 
retail, it’s revenue per square foot and how to combat Amazon 
and other online resellers to increase revenue. 

Knowing your customer’s industry essentials helps you 
understand why a customer is focused on certain initiatives 
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that to an uninformed vendor might seem counterintuitive. For 
example, a well-managed business might still see falling profit 
margins, which on paper, looks bad. Yet, instead of focusing on 
growth, which you would typically expect, they are shifting their 
goals to managing costs to counteract the situation. Without 
insight into the logic behind their decision, you wouldn’t under-
stand why managing costs is essential for the company.

Insights into an industry’s essentials gets you further in 
the door. It shows the customer you know their business, even 
though, technically, you’re not in their business. You have a 
wider, deeper perspective of the industry and understand their 
situation within the context of that industry, and that immedi-
ately puts you ahead of the game.

Gaining industry insight comprises “walking the walk” 
with a clear understanding of the essentials and “talking the 
talk” with the right vocabulary—financial fluency around them. 
Buyers expect you to know their industry and be able to talk 
about it. 

BE AWARE OF SHIFTS IN INDUSTRY ESSENTIALS

INDUSTRY ESSENTIALS ARE RELATIVELY STATIC over 
time, but major events like 9/11 or financial downturns 
such as the Great Recession that began in 2007 can 
quickly shift metrics and even make them obsolete. The 
COVID-19 pandemic impacted the oil and gas industry, 
which incurred significant losses in 2020. Being efficient 
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isn’t enough when the demand for a product evapo-
rates. A company that was spending capital expendi-
ture on building new rigs, fracking, drilling, and trying 
to become the number one oil producer in the universe 
had to change course. Their focus moved to cutting 
costs to remain solvent.

Likewise, the airlines—even the best ones—were 
deeply affected during this time because no matter how 
stellar their service records, people weren’t getting on 
planes. In these instances, you can see how an indus-
try’s metrics might change due to factors beyond their 
control. A salesperson has to be aware of these changes 
before they walk into a sales call. Approaching the 
company with a solution focused on growth over cost 
cutting wouldn’t get a seller very far.

Inversely, the pandemic caused some industries to 
thrive—Zoom, for example, suddenly blew up when 
people had to work from home to meet social distanc-
ing requirements. You can bet their metrics changed too.

Today, consumers of retail and consumer products 
are unwilling to wait three days for a delivery. They 
want it tomorrow or in two days max. As a result, 
companies in these industries are moving their distribu-
tion centers much closer to the customer, using what is 
called distributive logistics. Instead of having just a few 
big centers, they have either many smaller warehouses, 
or they cohabitate with other businesses or have co-lo-
cations with third parties.
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If you don’t know the changes in the industry, you 
won’t have insight into the focus of each line of busi-
ness buyer within a particular industry. You could meet 
with a buyer and talk to them about cost, not knowing 
that cost isn’t even on their top-ten list of concerns. It 
may still be important but not important enough for the 
buyer to give you their time. Know the industry essen-
tials and be aware of the changes so you can tailor your 
solution and your conversation accordingly.

TELL BUYERS SOMETHING THEY DON’T KNOW

As a seller who talks to dozens of customers every year, you 
have a distinct advantage over your buyers, who don’t have 
that same opportunity. You know what other companies are 
doing and can identify current risks and trends. You also 
know how other companies are mitigating risks and capi-
talizing on trends because you are helping them do just that. 
This insight establishes you as a credible source of informa-
tion and guidance because you can tell a customer something 
they don’t already know that most applies to their business 
too, based on your research and real-world experience.

Buyers often don’t have the same information you have 
because they don’t talk to as many people as you do. We 
worked with a company that helps customers develop apps 
more quickly and cheaply. It operated almost exclusively 
in the IT area and was well received. We pointed out the IT 
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group for this company’s customers would have to go get 
funding and asked how many of these apps ultimately drive 
increased revenue. The answer was “a lot.”

We noted that if the company gets development done in a 
third of the time and there are revenue benefits to the solution, 
then it’s not just about cost savings. They had a big light bulb 
moment: when seeking funding, they should work with the IT 
group to go to the marketing and the sales groups, ask if they 
can spare any budget, and explain how much of an increase 
in revenue the investment could drive. Their primary contact 
was IT, but IT had not thought about the revenue benefits of 
faster development. So by virtue of helping the account team 
think about their solution in a different way, we helped them 
to then communicate a new, financially focused perspective 
to the customer: they were able to tell their customer some-
thing they didn’t know.

SEVEN STEPS FOR GETTING TO KNOW  
YOUR CUSTOMER’S INDUSTRY

Figure 2-1, “Knowing Your Customer’s Industry Key Elements,” 
illustrates our proven seven-step process for getting to know 
a customer’s industry. Briefly, here are descriptions of each 
step. We’ll walk you through an example shortly so you under-
stand how you can use these steps in a real-world situation. It 
is important to note this is a group activity: include members 
such as Sales and Marketing, and industry experts. It can be a 
lot of work, but the benefits are significant. The end result is a 
playbook that can be used for developing marketing collateral 
and for working with individual customers.
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Figure 2-1. Knowing your customer’s industry’s key elements is critical 
to providing a solution that matters to the buyer.
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Step 1: Start with business and technology trends. Know-
ing the industry’s business and technology trends, consider 
how your solution helps the customer leverage or mitigate the 
impact of these trends.

Step 2: Then understand the industry’s common risks. 
Common risks exist within each industry. Determine which 
of these operational, customer, and economic risks affect your 
customer. 

Step 3: Assess industry financial performance. The indus-
try in which a company competes is one of the most important 
drivers of its financial performance. Identify trends in perfor-
mance and factors causing those trends. Then see how your 
customer compares with industry averages.

Step 4: Learn the common industry goals and strategies. 
Learning common industry goals and strategies provides 
insight into those of your customers and their competi-
tors. Companies react to common goals differently, and your 
research and experiences with many companies provide a 
breadth of knowledge. Your customers are interested in hear-
ing what other businesses are doing. You can make recom-
mendations based on that knowledge and perhaps tell buyers 
something they didn’t know that could help guide their strate-
gies and better achieve their goals.

Step 5: Identify buyers’ supporting goals and strategies. 
The next step is to identify those buyers that are supporting 
the common industry goals and strategies. This helps you not 
only better understand your current buyers but also helps 
identify new buyers. In Chapter 3, we explore this in more 
detail for individual company goals and strategies.

Step 6: Identify buyers’ initiatives and Operational KPIs. 
Knowing the buyers that support the common industry goals 



INSIGHT-LED SELLING

5 6

and strategies, the next step is to identify their supporting 
initiatives and the Operational Key Performance Indicators 
(KPIs) they use to measure success. This helps you develop 
better value statements about how your solutions deliver busi-
ness outcomes and the financial benefits. In Chapter 3, we 
explore buyers’ initiatives and KPIs in more detail.

Step 7: Create a playbook. Creating a scalable industry 
playbook that you can apply to individual accounts helps tie 
all the pieces together so you can tell the story in a way that 
resonates with the buyer and is easy to understand without 
being overwhelming. If you have a knowledge management 
person in your organization, you can hand off the docu-
mentation, organization, and updating of the playbook to 
them, with the insight that Sales and Marketing and others 
should continue to contribute new information as it becomes 
available.

Applying the Seven Steps:  
Consumer Products Example

“Larger companies struggle with innovation, so they value 
outside sources that bring them new ideas. A vendor who 
invests time to learn about a company’s industry—its 
current risks, trends, and needs—and who knows the 
customer well enough to leverage their industry knowl-
edge and bring innovation to them has something of real 
value to offer that customer.”

—BILL CORTNER, President, Cortner Consulting, LLC, former Direc-

tor, Procter & Gamble Purchases, and VP, J.M. Smucker Company
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Now that we’ve reviewed the seven steps for getting to 
know your customer’s industry, let’s apply those steps to a real 
industry, in this example, consumer products. Even if you don’t 
sell into this particular industry, these instructions will provide 
a framework for selling into your own customers’ industries.

Step 1:Know Business and Technology Trends

Knowing an industry’s business and technology trends offers 
the seller unique benefits:

•	 Helps you better understand how your solutions can 
help your customers embrace positive trends and 
address the negative ones

•	 Provides a framework for you to assess trends that 
already have your customer’s focus and identify 
potential gaps

•	 Provides a potential opportunity to tell buyers some-
thing they don’t know about managing trends

Business Trends

Companies craft goals and strategies that respond to business 
trends at a macro level. They prioritize the most important 
issues and focus on how to manage them. They also look at how 
their competitors manage them. Some trends are opportuni-
ties (positive), while others are setbacks (negative). 
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Examples of the consumer products industry trends are 
shown in Figure 2-2.

“When a seller starts thinking that their customer has all of 
the answers, that’s when they’re in trouble. I love learning 
something I don’t know. It’s very powerful when a seller 
says, ‘I can’t specifically say the customer’s name, but 
another customer in your industry did this.’

“Industry knowledge builds great credibility. The 
seller doesn’t even have to know all the specifics of the 
problem I’m trying to solve, because it’s often going to 
be similar to the problems other companies in the indus-
try are trying to solve too. We all tend to have the same 
challenges.

“If a seller doesn’t offer any industry knowledge, I ask 
them, ‘You all do a lot of work in my industry; what are the 
great things that other companies are doing that we are 
missing?’”

—CANDY CONWAY, former VP Global Operations, AT&T

Companies are constantly looking at business trends 
within their industries and adjusting their goals and strate-
gies accordingly. A current trend in consumer products busi-
nesses is to get closer to the customer by bypassing resellers 
and selling directly to the consumer. Another current busi-
ness trend is subscription selling, such as Gillette’s Shave 
Club. The advantage of selling by subscription is that it 
creates repeat customers and reduces acquisition costs. Then 
the company can pass that savings on to the customer with 
lower prices.
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Figure 2-2. Industry Trends: Consumer Products shows some common 
business and tech trends in the consumer products industry.
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Another common business trend in this industry is getting 
the attention of millennials. Brands such as Betty Crocker 
and Campbell’s soup may still attract boomers, but they don’t 
resonate with younger people. With the over-fifty audience 
aging out, companies that have been around for generations 
have had to find new ways to tap into a new market. Similarly, 
brands such as Coca-Cola and Pepsi have come up against 
a generation more interested in vitamin waters and juices 
than sugary, carbonated drinks, and those brands have lost 
their luster.

Technology Trends

Digital technology and online banking revolutionized the 
banking industry. Social media changed how sales and market-
ing are done. And these technologies aren’t static—they’re still 
changing all the time. Data analytics, omnichannel, robot-
ics, and AI are all technology trends that are evolving quickly, 
affecting how companies do business. 

For any given sector, consider which business trends are 
taking shape and how your customers can leverage technol-
ogy trends to meet the new challenges and accomplish their 
goals. How can your solution help them accelerate by taking 
advantage of trends, or better respond to trends that are 
going against them? The business landscape is always chang-
ing; technology continues to evolve. Help your customers 
look at their technology investments as a means to acceler-
ating their ability to meet and leverage business trends to 
their benefit.
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Step 2: Understand Industry Risk Factors

Growing the business and managing expenses are important, 
but publicly traded companies are required to devolve what 
they see as risks to the business so they must scan for threats. 
As a seller, you do not need to know every possible risk to 
your customers in their industry, but you should under-
stand the major ones. The main areas of concern appear in 
companies’ annual reports. Publicly traded companies have 
to divulge that information to investors, which benefits your 
research. If you’re working with a private company, you can 
still get a sense of risk based on what similar publicly traded 
companies report and by observing the industry landscape. 
Consider the following benefits of understanding industry 
risk factors:

•	 Provides a framework to show the benefits of 
your solutions

•	 Helps compare the risks your customer’s executives are 
focused on with those of the industry

•	 Offers the potential opportunity to tell executives some-
thing they don’t know about managing risks

Rather than asking customers what’s bothering them, 
put in the legwork to research the business environment and 
come up with hypotheses and potential solutions in advance. 
People used to do a lot of question-based selling, but you 
shouldn’t ask a customer what you can discover yourself. In 
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other words, don’t risk appearing out of touch—do your home-
work. When you come in with a targeted plan and curiosity that 
shows you’re thoughtful and knowledgeable, customers will 
often offer up their strategy deck in response, at which point 
you’ll have exactly what you need to propose the best solutions. 
Keep in mind that not all factors are negative—you can also antic-
ipate positives ( just ask Elon Musk). With the right approach, 
you can sometimes transform a risk into an opportunity. 

Risks tend to fall within three categories: operational risk, 
customer risk, and economic risk. Figure 2-3 illustrates the most 
common industry risk factors in the consumer products indus-
try, but many of these risks exist across other industries as well.

Operational Risk

Operational risks and unsuccessful strategy initiatives can 
hamper your customers’ goals. Companies have a lot of control, 
though not total, over operational risk. The business melt-
down in 2020 showed the importance of having built-in, fast-
and-easy-to-implement responses to disruptions to the supply 
chain. Many companies struggled to get parts and supplies 
necessary for manufacturing. Employment rates and surplus 
or shortage of skilled labor also affect the industry.

It’s important to understand your customer’s specific 
concerns in this area because these issues are top of mind for 
senior leadership. They can only think about so many things. 
If one of the major risks is disruption to the supply chain or 
retaining qualified personnel, then you can pitch your offer-
ings with regard to those challenges.

From an operational risk standpoint, a trusted advisor (as 
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Figure 2-3. Industry Risk Factors: Consumer Products shows the different 
operational, customer, and economic risks typically faced by that industry.
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opposed to a mere vendor) looks at what a customer should 
be controlling. This might include items such as what the 
personnel situation looks like and whether there’s the ability 
to invest in technology. Failure to keep pace with technological 
advances, including internet security, represents a risk. Fail-
ure to prepare for a critical employee who’s hard to replace, 
such as an IT manager, is a risk.

These operational risks are common in other industries as 
well. In banking, for example, a benchmarking exercise showed 
that a major US bank had much less of an investment in technol-
ogy than its competitors. At the time, the bank’s leaders were 
proud of that fact. They actually touted their low-single-digit 
technology investment when other banks were investing two 
or three times as much. Then the company got hacked. Only 
then did they realize an insufficient investment in technology 
had exposed them to that risk. Cyberattacks represent a major 
risk across all industries. Companies control their own secu-
rity, so if someone hacks them, it happens on their watch and 
falls within their sphere of control.

Anticipate problems and offer solutions before the customer 
faces a crisis. Imagine cementing your value with a customer by 
tailoring preventive solutions rather than reacting to mitigate 
crises they’ve already endured. Thinking through your custom-
er’s unique situation and coming to them with a great idea goes 
above and beyond what most of your competitors are doing.

Customer Risk

Like operational risks, companies also have a lot of control 
over customer risks. Even though customers want what they 



Industry Insights

6 5

want and you can’t impose preferences, you can stay ahead of 
the curve. Companies can and should anticipate and respond 
to changes in consumer behavior.

Companies have to maintain current customers and 
attract new ones, and as a seller, you should know whether 
your customers are keeping up with the competition in this 
area. Walmart, for example, has invested heavily in online to 
remain competitive. Similarly, from a product standpoint, if 
the grocer Publix had not switched over to healthier, organic 
brands, it would have missed that trend and lost sales.

Shifting delivery models is another example of a customer 
trend that can be seen as a risk or explored as an opportunity. 
When customers started ordering more groceries online for 
delivery to their homes, stores that didn’t offer that option 
missed out. 

Younger customers tend to have more social media fluency 
than older ones, which affects their clothing purchases. While 
a mature man or woman might focus on investing in lasting, 
classic pieces for their wardrobe, a younger person might go 
for cheaper, off-brand clothing because they don’t want to 
repeat outfits in their Instagram feeds. Clothing used to last 
a long time, but some newer brands seem to deteriorate in an 
instant; they’re not made to last because so many people keep 
trading up.

As automated vehicles become more prevalent and acci-
dents decrease, customers will likely be paying lower rates. 
Auto insurance companies will have to consider how to 
continue making a good profit. Cars in general have a shift-
ing market, too, as a lot of younger people don’t need to own a 
vehicle if they live in an urban area with public transit or have 
access to Uber or Lyft.
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Customer risks and opportunities abound, and each indus-
try has its own considerations. What matters to your customers 
are their customers. Think about your customer but also about 
their customers. Many sellers don’t make that connection.

Economic Risk

Economic risk typically involves factors outside of your 
customer’s control. Economic conditions, material prices, and 
competitor reach shift over time. You may not be able to help 
your customer with some aspects of economic risk, but there 
could be ways to help them mitigate the impact. 

In the past, companies leveraged technology to reduce 
costs, then put the savings back into developing new products 
or retaining more qualified personnel. By now, though, most of 
that low-hanging fruit has been picked. To deal with economic 
risk, they need to get smarter and more creative with their cost 
cutting, increased efficiency strategies. Timelines are shrink-
ing too. Your buyer doesn’t always have time to react as quickly 
as they’d like to. As a seller, it’s important to understand most 
customers don’t want to wait eighteen months to get their 
money back. Can you help them break even in six months 
instead? Anytime there’s a recession, buyers want to speed up 
the process. 

As mentioned earlier, economic risks affect customer risks. 
People who are in fear of losing their jobs think twice about 
buying premium brands. During recessions, customers tend 
to avoid larger expenditures and some shift their spending to 
other categories. 

Multiple economic factors interact to drive trends and 
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initiate risks and opportunities. Companies want to know 
how to keep up with the spikes and shifts that create signifi-
cant changes in demand for their products. Help them get 
there, but don’t always be selling either. Sometimes as a seller, 
it’s your job to maintain the account and assist the buyer with 
their day-to-day challenges.

Step 3: Assess Industry Financial  
Performance

Knowing your customer’s industry performance provides the 
following benefits, to name a few:

•	 Builds credibility, since executive buyers expect you to 
know their industry with financial performance being 
one of the most important factors

•	 Helps create a viewpoint of where your solutions add 
the greatest value in the industry

•	 Provides perspective on your customer’s relative 
performance, which helps identify potential areas of 
opportunity

Financial Drivers

It’s hard to swim upstream in a negative economic context. 
Regardless of the economic situation, though, it’s important to 
understand how your customer’s individual financial perfor-
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mance compares to that of the industry. You might notice, for 
example, that the company’s revenue has trended upward over 
the last five years while profitability has declined. You can 
ask about pricing and product mix, as well as explaining what 
you’ve seen other companies do to boost their overall growth 
as their margins have dropped.

Such numbers vary by company as well as by industry. 
Some industries simply have better margins and more to 
spend. For example, overall industry profitability for tech is 
significantly higher than for grocery.

Having this knowledge as a seller builds your credibility. 
You should be motivated to identify the higher performers in 
your industry and figure out what makes them tick because 
doing so arms you with knowledge to share with your customer, 
establishing your value. You want to help push your custom-
ers from the middle of the pack to a place among the better 
performers. If you’re working with a company that’s a laggard, 
it’s important to figure out what they’re doing or failing to do 
that’s keeping them from even being average.

Figure 2-4, “Financial Drivers Map: Goods and Services 
Companies,” shows what we call a Financial Drivers Map for 
product companies such as manufacturing, wholesale distri-
bution, retail, and telecommunications. It provides a useful 
framework for understanding an industry’s performance and 
where your solutions provide the greatest financial bene-
fits. The appendix at the end of this book includes examples 
of Financial Drivers Maps for banking and insurance. In this 
section, we explore two of the most important drivers of finan-
cial performance—revenue growth and profitability. Assessing 
these two areas of industry performance and applying those 
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learnings to sales provides a process to apply to other Areas of 
Financial Performance.

As you assess your customer’s industry and, for that matter, 
your customer’s performance, keep in mind the following:

•	 Companies seldom have exactly the same mix of 
products, strategies, business model, and so forth. So 
some differences in performance are almost always 
due to what we call unique company factors. This 
means differences in performance are explained in 
part by these unique company factors. Not all the 
differences represent opportunities for improvement. 
But experience does suggest where there are differences, 
there are some opportunities.

•	 Do not just focus on a single area of financial perfor-
mance since many of the areas are connected opera-
tionally or by business strategy. You need to look at 
the bigger picture. For example, the strategy may be 
to grow market share by having lower prices and/or 
providing services that enhance the customer expe-
rience. This hopefully results in more revenue and 
growth but will lower profitability. Think of Amazon 
in the early days. Utilities provide a good example of 
how areas of performance are connected operationally. 
Utilities are very capital intensive, having to invest 
billions in generation, transmission, and distribution 
assets to generate revenue. Compared to other indus-
tries, utilities invest much more in assets to generate 
revenue. We will see that utilities also tend to have one 
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of the highest profit margins across industries. Focus-
ing just on their high profitability and not the bigger 
picture you may think, “I knew it. I pay way too much 
in utilities bill...Their rates are too high. I’m getting 
screwed.” You may feel that way, but utilities need 
higher profitability to earn a competitive return on the 
billions they invest in assets to provide power to your 
home and business. 

Figure 2-4. Financial Drivers Map: Goods and Services Companies.
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Revenue Growth

When looking at financial performance, it all starts with reve-
nue growth. Revenue growth is the year-over-year or quar-
ter-over-quarter percentage change in revenue. Companies 
with higher growth tend to have a higher market valuation and 
have greater access to funds. Revenue growth is so important 
that it is commonly used as a part of executive compensation.

Figure 2-5. Five-year average revenue growth for 2015–2019 varies 
significantly by industry. Source: FinListics ClientIQ.
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Revenue growth at an industry level is driven by factors 
such as overall demand, innovation, and how competitive 
and mature the market is. It can vary significantly by industry. 
Figure 2-5 shows average annual revenue growth for selected 
industries headquartered in North America with $1 billion 
or more in annual revenue. Software has one of the highest 
industry growth rates of around 12 percent. Software is a very 
competitive industry but also very innovative, providing offer-
ings that help companies perform better while enhancing the 
lives of individuals.

The grocery industry is much lower at just a little over 3 
percent. Why? Think about it. It’s based on consumption. So 
unless enough people decide to change their caloric intake, 
it’s going to grow at about the same rate as population growth 
with some growth for inflation. Take the United States as an 
example. Population growth in recent years has been around 
0.6 percent and inflation, around 2 percent. It’s not surpris-
ing, then, that the average industry growth rate for groceries is 
approximately 3 percent.

Does this mean you should focus your solutions only on 
industries with the highest growth rate? Not at all. An indus-
try’s growth rate is just a dimension of financial performance. 
For example, Figure 2-5 shows that electric utilities has the 
lowest average growth of less than 1 percent. Sounds kind of 
boring. But you will see shortly it has one of the highest levels 
of profitability. Not so boring now.

It’s important to know the average revenue growth for your 
customer’s industry, but it is also insightful to see how growth 
has changed over time and how the average annual growth 
compares to the better performers. Again, knowing this helps 
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Figure 2-6. Industry revenue growth for consumer products compa-
nies headquartered in North America with over $1 billion in revenue, 
2015–2019. Source: FinListics ClientIQ.
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build credibility and also provides valuable benchmarks to 
compare your customer’s performance. We know, having 
worked with many companies like your customers over the 
years, that benchmarking performance to the industry is very 
common. Knowing how your customer compares to the indus-
try helps put you on the same page as company executives and 
provides an excellent opportunity to tell buyers something 
they don’t know, such as what the better performers are doing 
differently.

Figure 2-6, “Industry Revenue Growth: Consumer Prod-
ucts,” shows revenue growth over time for the consumer prod-
ucts industry for North American companies with over $1 
billion in revenue. It shows the average and better performers. 
The average has grown over time at around 3 percent where 
the better performers have grown on average three times 
higher at around 9 percent!

It is important to know what the better performers are 
doing differently since you will find that most of your custom-
ers will be closer to the industry average. Why is this? Don’t 
you remember from your statistics class the Law of Larger 
Numbers? You don’t? That’s all right; it just says that the more 
companies you engage with, the closer their performance will 
be closer to the average performance.

What might the better performers be doing differently? 
Do they tend to make more acquisitions to boost revenue? Are 
they leveraging business and technology trends for revenue 
growth such as omnichannel, digital marketing, sales force 
automation, and faster time to market for new products better 
and more quickly? You’d obviously want to know the answers 
from the perspective of what your solution delivers. Ideally, 
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some of the companies in the better performers group are your 
customers. You could share with your other customer observa-
tions on what you see them doing differently. (Nothing confi-
dential, of course.) Maybe some of the better performers in 
revenue growth have a different pricing strategy that sacrifices 
profitability for growth. Think of market disruptors who often 
want first to prove their business model can generate revenue 
and then work on the path to profitability.

Wait, what if some of your customers are already better 
performers? What do you tell them? They want insights into 
how to remain better performers. Executives know it’s hard 
to stay at the top. Lots of companies are either trying to copy 
what the better performers are doing or leapfrog them.

We have conducted this type of analysis many times. What 
we find is most companies have a pretty good idea of the indus-
try’s average performance and how they compare. What they 
seem most interested in are the better performers. What are 
they doing differently? What strategies and initiatives would 
propel the company into—and even beyond—the better 
performers? What is required to sustain that level of perfor-
mance? These are the kinds of insights executive buyers want 
from you. You don’t have to have all the answers, but just tell 
them something they don’t know.

You may be thinking this sounds like a lot of work, which 
it can be. But our sales clients tell us it’s worth it. As we said 
earlier, it helps you better assess your customer’s financial 
performance and potentially identify areas of opportuni-
ties. And don’t forget a common theme in the interviews we 
conducted with executive buyers is they want you to TELL 
THEM SOMETHING THEY DON’T KNOW!
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Profitability 

Profitability is another key area of financial performance. It is 
often used as part of executive compensation. There are lots 
of different measures of profitability. We are using what is call 
Operating Income Margin. Operating Income is revenue less 
all operating costs such as Cost of Goods Sold; selling, general 
and administration; and depreciation and amortization. Oper-
ating Income Margin is Operating Income expressed as a 
percentage of revenue.

It is important to understand profitability at the industry 
level since it is an important driver for the ability to grow and 
maintain the business, innovate, and invest in your solutions. 
As you review industry profitability, think about your custom-
ers. What are the more profitable ones doing differently? How 
have your solutions helped them? What can you tell less prof-
itable customers that they don’t know?

Profitability, like revenue growth, varies by industry. 
Figure 2-7 shows profitability for a variety of industries head-
quartered in North America with $1 billion or more in annual 
revenue. Pharmaceuticals tend to have the highest Operating 
Income Margin. You may be thinking, “So that’s why drugs are 
so darn expensive!” That’s a discussion for another day. But an 
industry’s profit margin is driven by several factors such as the 
value their products and services deliver, the risks associated 
with providing products and services, and the amount needed 
to invest in assets. The pharmaceutical industry provides 
lifesaving drugs which is of extremely high value and incurs 
substantial risks in bringing new drugs to market. It is esti-
mated that it costs over $1 billion to bring a new drug to market. 
Some estimates top $2 billion. So it is not surprising at all that 
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it has one of the higher profit margins. By comparison, whole-
sale distribution has one of the lowest profit margins. Why? 
Wholesale distribution provides an important service. But 
not much value is added to the products that are provided and 
risks are lower.

We talked earlier about the influence of how much an 
industry needs to invest in assets to generate revenue and how 
this tends to influence profitability. Wholesale distribution, 
for example, on average invest $0.10 in fixed assets such as 

Figure 2-7. Five-year average profitability varies significantly by industry, 
shown here for the years 2015–2019. Source: FinListics ClientIQ.
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distribution centers per $1.00 in revenue. By comparison, an 
electric utility on average for $1.00 in revenue invests around 
$3.50 in assets such as generation, transmission, and distribu-
tion. As a result, wholesale distribution can earn a competitive 
return on a much lower profit margin. Whereas electric utili-
ties need a much higher profit margin to earn a return attrac-
tive to investors given its heavy investments in assets.

Figure 2-8, “Industry Profitability: Consumer Products,” 
shows the average and better performers for consumer prod-
ucts headquartered in North America with over $1 billion in 
revenue. A couple of observations:

•	 The better performers’ profitability is a little over 40 
percent higher than the average’s, which is significant.

•	 Both the better performers’ and the average’s profitabil-
ity are down from their peak years.

To better understand the difference between the better 
performers and the average, you’d look at factors such as prod-
uct mix, pricing strategy, and better management of business 
trends, such as shifts in the retail operating model, and adop-
tion of technologies such as digital technology shown in Figure 
2-2. Again, the goal is to understand the industry so you can 
tell the buyer something they don’t know.

You would also want to understand why profitability is off 
from its best years. For example, have materials, labor, and 
distribution costs increased? Have prices fallen? More regu-
lation? Insight around these factors helps you better empa-
thize with your customer and often provides areas to explore 
further with the customer. Let’s say manufacturing labor 
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Figure 2-8. Profitability for consumer products companies headquar-
tered in North America with over $1 billion in revenue, 2015–2019. 
Source: FinListics ClientIQ.
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costs have risen and you sell automation equipment. You 
could use the increase in labor costs to show how your solu-
tion can help lower these costs and help increase profitability. 
We have seen companies use this kind of knowledge to work 
with individual customers and also to develop marketing 
campaigns that better show the business outcomes benefits 
of their solutions.

INSIGHT-LED SELLING IN ACTION

Action: Assess industry financial performance

Purpose: Understand the influence of industry forces on 
you customer’s financial performance

1.	 Go to step 2 if you have access to data on your 
customer’s industry financial performance. If not, go 
to www.InsightLedSelling.com and download financial 
data for an industry representative of your customer. 
Use the code INSIGHTSELLER to access the site.

2.	 Assess the performance of revenue growth or profit-
ability and answer these questions. If you are ener-
getic, assess both.

a.	 For the average performers, is there a trend?

b.	 What are some factors that are causing 
the trend?
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c.	 What are some factors that could be causing 
the gap between the average performers and 
the better performers?

d.	 How have/could your solutions help the 
average performers move closer to the better 
performers?

Step 4: Understand Common Industry  
Goals and Strategies

In Chapter 1, “Executive Insights,” we highlighted the impor-
tance of knowing your customer goals and strategies to better 
communicate with executives, and in Chapter 3, “Line of Busi-
ness Insights,” we will explore in more detail the importance 
of knowing customer-specific goals and strategies. Knowing 
goals and strategies common to specific industries is also 
beneficial for the following reasons:

•	 Helps you to create industry-specific solution playbooks 
that are scalable across many customers

•	 Provides a framework to compare your customer’s 
specific goals with industry goals

•	 Is a useful conversation starter when engaging 
with private companies whose goals are often not 
publicly available
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You probably thought we were going to also list knowing 
common industry goals helps build credibility and have better 
conversations with executives. You’re right; it does. But you 
already guessed that.

Identifying common industry goals and strategies is a key 
responsibility of product marketing. There are many ways to 
identify common industry goals and strategies. For example:

•	 Research of individual customers

•	 Social media searches

•	 Customer surveys

We recommend conducting research of individual custom-
ers by industry, focusing on industry leaders. This helps to 
discover not only common industry goals and strategies but 
also the initiatives of individual lines of business. Augment 
this with social media searches. Customer surveys can be of 
value, though they typically have a low response rate.

Figure 2-9 provides examples of common goals and strat-
egies for Consumer Products Industry based on FinListics’ 
research of individual companies.

It shouldn’t come as a surprise that companies within 
an industry often have similar goals. They deal with the 
same environmental factors. They also tend to hire the same 
consultants, who may provide the same guidance. Breakout 
organizations such as Amazon differentiate themselves as 
leaders, mastering the landscape and accomplishing indus-
try goals a whole new way, leaving businesses like Macy’s 
and Sears scrambling to catch up. Your customers may have 
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Figure 2-9. Examples of Common Goals and Strategies in the Consumer 
Products Industry.
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fallen far behind; your broader perspective and input can 
prove invaluable.

Get to know your customer’s industry so you can address 
them with confidence, share your observations with execu-
tives, and build credibility, opening the door to more opportu-
nities. You don’t have to be an industry expert, but it’s essential 
to have an informed point of view, which means doing your 
homework regarding the key issues we’ve highlighted in this 
chapter. Taking the time to do the legwork will set you apart 
from the competition in a big way.

INSIGHT-LED SELLING IN ACTION

Action: Identify common industry goals and strategies

Purpose: Start building industry playbook on how your 
solutions deliver business outcomes

To help with this action, go to www.InsightLedSelling.com 
for examples of common goals and strategies for select 
industries. Use the code INSIGHTSELLER to access the site.

1.	 What is a common goal for one of the industries you 
sell into? 

2.	 What are a few common strategies supporting that goal?

3.	 Develop an elevator pitch in nontechnical terms about 
how your solutions help implement one of these strat-
egies and achieve the goal.
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Step 5: Identify Buyers’ Supporting Goals  
and Strategies

Consider the benefits of knowing the buyer’s supporting 
common industry goals and strategies:

•	 Better understand what matters most to your 
traditional buyers

•	 Identify potential new buyers

•	 Provide a baseline to which you can compare your indi-
vidual customer’s goals and strategies

The following are examples of potential buyers, by line of 
business, who align with the goal of driving growth:

•	 Product Development

•	 Sales and Marketing

•	 Information Technology

•	 Customer Service

•	 Distribution and Logistics

Once you have identified the buyers for your customer’s 
industry, answer the following questions:

•	 Which buyers do you currently target?
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•	 Are there some additional buyers you would want to 
talk to? The answer to this question is most often yes! 

Step 6: Identify Buyers’ Initiatives   
and Operational KPIs

Knowing the buyer’s initiatives and Operational KPIs offers 
powerful benefits:

•	 Provides a framework for you to tell the story about 
how your solutions deliver business outcomes and 
by how much

•	 Helps you tailor your business outcomes message for 
individual buyers

•	 Identifies new areas of opportunity with existing and 
often new buyers

And of course, as with all of the steps, knowing the 
initiatives and Operational KPIs also builds confidence and 
credibility.

Figure 2-10 provides examples of initiatives and Opera-
tional KPIs for some of the Consumer Products buyers in the 
above steps 4 and 5. Supporting the goal drives revenue growth. 
This is not a comprehensive list but offered simply for illus-
trative purposes. Some of the Operational KPIs are common 
across the different lines of business while others are unique. 
Common KPIs include the following:
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•	 Net Promoter Score

•	 Customer retention

•	 Cross-sell/upsell

•	 New customer revenue 

It is not likely that your solutions provide benefits to all 
buyers. Start with those that are the most relevant and dig 
deeper into their initiatives. Our experience is that sellers 
often don’t know why buyers are really buying. They are really 
buying to implement their initiatives in support of the strat-
egies and goals. It is also recommended that you also explore 
some other buyers’ initiatives and Operational KPIs. We have 
heard that doing so helped identify new opportunities. 

Use the initiatives and Operational KPIs to tell a story 
with a business outcomes focus. Not a technology focus. Let’s 
say your company sells product development process soft-
ware. Marketing is creating collateral targeting VPs of Product 
Development. The message, for example, could talk about how 
companies are using your solution to better generate ideas, 
product roadmaps, and product marketing. And how this helps 
them launch new products that are viewed as more valuable 
by consumers and more effectively compete with private label 
brand. This increases the number of new products launched 
annually with a higher success rate, which helps drives higher 
revenue. Ideally, the collateral would also include insights into 
how much improvement was delivered.

Within the context of your customer’s situation, describe 
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Figure 2-10. Examples of Lines of Business Supporting Goal of Driv-
ing Revenue Growth in Consumer Products and Their Initiatives and 
Operational KPIs.
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what your solution offers. What’s your value proposition within 
the industry in terms of growing revenue, increasing profits, or 
better managing assets? How do you propose achieving these 
goals? Then discuss how you measure the impact of your solu-
tion. The customer won’t realize its full value overnight, so 
you need to outline the timeline and hurdles to realizing that 
value after they make the purchase. Make a specific case for 
Return on Investment, aligning the industry, the company, and 
the solution.

Identifying and analyzing an industry’s key elements takes 
time and effort, and you’ll make faster progress if you make 
it a team sport. Do your own research, but reach out to sales 
colleagues, solution architects, industry experts, and product 
development too. Ask them how your solution addresses the 
industry’s core elements and your customer’s situation.

Ultimately, create a playbook for each industry. You may 
have to do this on your own, but if your sales and marketing 
support teams have the bandwidth, try to offload the docu-
mentation and some of the research. This way, you won’t have 
to reinvent the wheel every time you get in front of a new 
customer. Ideally, these playbooks become living documents 
with regular contributions from within the company and the 
field and oversight from a knowledge management team.

Step 7: Create an Industry Playbook

An industry playbook aligns your solutions to the information 
in the previous steps 1–6 and shown in Figure 2-1, “Know-
ing Your Customer’s Industry Key Elements,” and offers the 
following benefits:



INSIGHT-LED SELLING

9 0

•	 Builds organizational alignment on your solutions’ 
business outcomes

•	 Helps scale sales

•	 Motivates deeper exploration into your solutions’ busi-
ness outcomes

Remember, building an industry playbook is a team sport 
requiring participation from product development, sales and 
marketing, solution architects, industry experts, and so forth.

Also, common themes in creating an industry playbook are:

•	 How in nontechnical terms your solutions deliver 
business outcomes

•	 How much financial benefits are delivered

•	 Telling buyers something they don’t know

The following is a recommended outline using the steps we 
have explored in the chapter. 

Step 1: Industry Business Technology Trends

•	 Which ones represent the biggest opportunities/threats 
to your customers?

•	 How can your solutions help customers leverage 
these trends?
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•	 What are some things you can tell buyers they don’t 
know about managing these trends?

Step 2: Industry Risk Factors

•	 Which are the highest sources of risk in the near and 
long term?

•	 How are the better companies managing these risks?

•	 How do your solutions help?

Step 3: Industry Financial Performance

•	 What are the two to three Areas of Financial 
Performance your solutions help customers better 
manage? Why?

•	 What are factors causing trends over time and 
differences in the average and better performers?

•	 Which of these factors do your solutions help 
better manage?

Step 4: Common Industry Goals and Strategies

•	 What industry goals do your solutions help 
customers achieve?

•	 For these goals, what strategies do your solutions help 
customers implement?
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•	 What can you tell buyers something they may not know 
about the goals and strategies your solutions can help?

Step 5: Buyers Supporting Goals and Strategies 

•	 Who are the key buyers supporting the goals and 
strategies that would find you solutions of value?

•	 Are there potentially any new buyers?

•	 What is your plan for reaching out to new buyers?

Step 6: Buyers’ Initiatives and Operational KPIs

•	 For each buyer identified in step 5, what are the 
initiatives and Operational KPIs supported by your 
solutions?

•	 Case Studies

*	 How do your solutions help implement these 
initiatives? 

*	 By how much do your solutions improve 
the Operational KPIs and what is the 
financial benefit?

•	 What can you tell the buyers about their initiatives they 
may not know?
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SUMMARY

Insight around your customer’s industry takes time, but by 
simply being aware of the fact that industries have unique 
goals, strategies, initiatives, Operational and financial KPIs, 
trends, risks, and opportunities will make you more sensitive 
to this information when it’s presented. You may be aston-
ished by how much information is available once you’ve made 
the conscious decision to tune into the essentials and learn the 
language around them. 

Following the seven steps gives you a framework for 
methodically learning your customer’s industry, and as you 
build a playbook, you’ll begin to see how all the pieces fit 
together. This will give you a perspective closer to that of the 
executive buyer, which is exactly what you want: to be able 
to see their business and their challenges from their point of 
view. This will also give you a whole new perspective on your 
solution so you can talk about it in a way that actually matters 
to customers.

As you build your industry knowledge, you will also see that 
the unique goals, strategies, initiatives, Operational and finan-
cial KPIs, trends, risks, and opportunities that exist between 
industries are further divided by line of business. Fortunately, 
your commitment to Insight-Led Selling has provided a foun-
dation with executive insights and industry insights on which 
to further build your customer knowledge at a deeper and 
more granular level: line of business insights.
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INDUSTRY INSIGHTS BEST PRACTICES

Increase your rate of success by expanding your industry 
knowledge. Insight-Led Selling’s best practices will help you 
become a more knowledgeable seller that gets noticed—
instead of overlooked—by executive buyers.

•	 Competitors within an industry share common circum-
stances and key drivers of success, risks, opportuni-
ties, and trends, so knowing what’s happening in the 
industry tells you something about what’s happening 
with your customer. Know the industry and you will 
know your buyer.

•	 Know your customer’s industry’s key terms and use 
them in your conversations with executive buyers.

•	 Get to the point and be specific. Address a single 
business driver or KPI and be prepared to explain how, 
where, and why you can solve a problem and provide 
strong results. Offer powerful observations, insights, 
and ideas, and link your solution to the Operational 
and financial KPIs and business outcomes.



9 5

3

LINE OF BUSINESS  

INSIGHTS

“Let me tell you about a couple of examples of a best and a 
worst sales call. 

“When we were looking at automated sourcing solu-
tions, we set up one-hour calls with two vendors, a day 
apart. The first vendor had clearly done their homework. 
They spent the first seventeen minutes of the call verify-
ing what they knew and getting clarification on what they 
didn’t, asking a lot of questions about our business and 
the problem we were trying to solve. Only then did they 
shift to ‘Let us show you our solution.’ They explained 
how it could work for us, and after some discussion we 
were confident enough to say, ‘We like what we’re seeing. 
What’s the next step?’

“Per our typical due diligence, we still wanted to talk 
to the other vendor and see how they compared. Well, they 
didn’t. On that call, the seller immediately went into demo 
mode: speeds and feeds and how their solution would take 
care of all our needs. Instead of asking questions, they made 
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assumptions about our back-office technology. If they had 
been curious enough to ask, they would have discovered 
their assumptions were wrong and they were taking us in 
the wrong direction. That call ended twenty-eight minutes 
early. It was the last time we talked to them.”

—JUSTIN HONAMAN, former VP/GM, Analytics, Data & Digital 

Transformation, Strategic Sourcing & Procurement, Georgia Pacific

Establishing your credibility and earning trust on the road 
from vendor to trusted advisor—and eventually, strategic part-
ner—requires knowing your customer’s industry, as discussed 
in the previous chapter. You also need to tailor the message 
of your solution’s business and financial benefits to a growing 
number of stakeholders who want you to address their individ-
ual needs, issues, and interests.

A study by Gartner estimates that in large B2B deals, there 
are more than ten stakeholders.5 That’s ten or more stakehold-
ers all trying to accomplish something and looking to you for 
a single solution. And even though they’re all ultimately work-
ing toward the same company goal, each one measures success 
differently.

Your solution needs to align with the company’s overar-
ching goals and strategies and each stakeholder’s initiatives 
and metrics, and the more specifically you can address them, 
the better. The head of manufacturing, for example, won’t be 
very impressed to hear that you can help reduce costs at the 
company level. Instead, they’d like to hear about how your 

5	  Spencer Wixom, “84 Percent of Customers Report a Buying Journey Taking 
Longer than Expected,” Challenger.com, November 21, 2018, https://www.challen-
gerinc.com/blog/more-b2b-decision-makers-want-in/.
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solution improves manufacturing costs per unit, say, through 
increased capital utilization and lower unplanned downtime. 
Likewise, marketing is less interested in a generic statement 
about how your solution will help increase revenue than it is in 
learning how your solution helps improve customer insights 
resulting in more personalized offers, which will drive higher 
revenue through reduced customer churn and increased 
cross-sell/upsell.

Generally speaking, simply saying your solution can help 
reduce costs or increase revenue isn’t only vague—it’s boring. 
And they’re probably hearing the same thing from every other 
salesperson. To get a decision maker’s attention, describe your 
offerings in the context of their individual initiatives and how 
they get measured, their “scorecard.”

Line of business insights benefit you for many reasons 
including the following:

•	 Helps you identify potential stakeholders in the 
company that you may not have considered

•	 Allows you to tailor your message for these individual 
buyers accordingly

•	 Deepens your enterprise relationship with 
the customer

Insight-Led Selling provides the framework for sellers to 
better understand the alignment between each line of busi-
ness stakeholder’s initiatives supporting company-wide goals 
and strategies, and their measures of success, which we call 
Operational Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), and how to 
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communicate the business and financial benefits of your solu-
tions to each business unit more effectively.

Figure 3-1 illustrates the results of a survey that we and one 
of our partners, Revegy, provided to sales teams on how well 
they tailor their message for individual line of business buyers. 
Just over one-quarter of the respondents believe they’re doing 
a good job. Although this could be viewed as disappointing, the 
good news is that salespeople and their management are aware 
of their shortcoming, and many are striving to make progress—
no doubt due to their realization that there is extreme value in 
this skill.

Relying on being comfortable with speaking to only one 
line of business is a sure way to set yourself up for failure, espe-
cially on large deals or with strategic accounts. Many other 
units potentially have veto power. You have to get out of your 
comfort zone, identify all the decision makers, and learn how 
to approach them. Basically, you have to answer the question, 

“Who are these people, and how do I talk to them?”
In addition to knowing your solution’s features and func-

tion, it’s even more important to know what your customer 
wants from those solutions. As an example, a banking customer 
was looking to get some new analytics to help with auto loan 
underwriting. The chief risk officer (CRO) had this notion 
around a unique risk profile that the bank could put around 
loans for a particular auto make and model that borrowers 
typically paid off quickly. For those loans, the bank might want 
to increase the credit score risk and charge a little more inter-
est, allowing the CRO to further grow the business. 

His team had figured out, through analytics, which pros-
pects were most likely to pay off the loans despite their lower 
credit scores. The bank could extend credit to those borrow-
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ers at a higher interest rate and increase the consumer lending 
portfolio. To accomplish his goal, the CRO needed a report that 
showed live data modeling and data visualization.

The seller showed up with a dashboard and lots of reports 
and spent several minutes stepping the executive through all 
the bells and whistles. They were so used to doing the “tech 
talk” with technology buyers that they didn’t know how to 

Figure 3-1. Although many sales teams believe they are making prog-
ress, there remains a lot of opportunity for improvement around tailor-
ing messaging to different buyers.
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speak the CRO’s language. This was a different buyer in a differ-
ent line of business who didn’t have the time or the patience 
for a dog-and-pony show, and his reaction was blunt and to 
the point: “Why the hell do I care about these pretty reports 
or what they look like? I’m trying to solve a problem around 
consumer lending. Give me that solution.”

Fancy dashboards and reports don’t matter to an executive 
who needs a solution that can take a deep dive into analytics 
and choose good lending prospects.

When you pitch a solution, it’s important to know why 
you’re doing so and how it can help advance the customer’s top 
priorities in a concrete way. Skip the parts that don’t matter 
and get straight to the solution. A CRO doesn’t specialize in 
dashboards—they specialize in driving revenue and mitigating 
risk. Give them what they need to do their job.

IT TAKES A VILLAGE

“Know your audience. If you’re meeting with five people 
from five lines of business, don’t walk in thinking you can 
talk about just finance or just marketing. Be prepared to 
talk about whatever each one of those people cares about, 
because it’s going to be different for every one of them.”

—CFO OF a community bank

Gartner’s findings and the results of our own poll provide 
the backdrop for an example project that has multiple stake-
holders or lines of business and illustrates the importance of 
tailoring your message.
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Say you have a retail client whose goal is to grow revenue 
by implementing a strategy of expanding the use of their omni-
channel. The customer has both a website and physical stores. 
Suppose your solution provides greater customer insight and 
helps unify the customer experience from purchase to delivery. 
As we review the example, try to answer these questions:

•	 Which lines of business are responsible for rollout?

•	 How would your conversation need to be tailored to talk 
to the different business units?

Figure 3-2 shows some of the stakeholders involved in 
this project and examples of their individual initiatives. Some 
of their measures of success are shown below. Although not 
complete, these initiatives and their associated measures of 
success highlight the need to tailor your message to the differ-
ent lines of business.

•	 Marketing wants greater customer insights to better 
understand demand and to create personalized offerings. 

*	 Campaign response rates and customer retention

•	 Merchandising wants to better understand current 
and future changes in demand and to ensure product 
consistency across all sales channels.

*	 Sell-through rates and percentage markdowns

•	 Customer care is focused on ensuring a consistent 
customer experience across all channels.
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*	 Net Promoter Score (NPS); lifetime value 
of customer

•	 Distribution and Logistics will need to reconfigure the 
network to have shorter delivery times.

*	 Customer order cycle time and Orders 
Delivered On Time

•	 Store operations must allow for Buy Online and Pick 
Up in Store (BOPIS) and Buy Online and Return in 
Store (BORIS).

*	 Customer wait time and store labor costs

•	 Information Technology will work to create a mobile 
experience that provides a great user experience.

*	 Number of downloads and uptime

•	 Human Resources will provide training for lines of 
business such as Distribution and Logistics and stores 
whose operations will be significantly impacted.

*	 Employee satisfaction and turnover

•	 Finance will need to be convinced all of this is a solid 
idea and provide funding.

*	 Return on Investment and Payback



Line of Business Insights 

1 0 3

Experience shows that one of the greatest benefits of 
creating a “village” of stakeholders around your customer’s 
key projects is that it helps identify new buyers.

INSIGHT-LED SELLING IN ACTION

Action: Build an executive buyers’ village

Purpose: Identify multiple stakeholders that influence 
your opportunity

You can download the FinListics “It Takes a Village” 
template from www.InsightLedSelling.com to help complete 
this action. Use the code INSIGHTSELLER to access the site. 
Ideally, you will complete this action using customer-specific 
data, but you can also complete it using common industry 
goals, strategies, and initiatives available on our website for 
select industries.

1.	 For one of your customers, select a goal and a 
strategy supporting that goal for which your solu-
tions can help deliver a desired business outcome. 
For example, increase revenue (goal) by enhancing 
omnichannel experience (strategy), or expand prof-
itability (goal) by improving operational efficiencies 
(strategy).
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2.	 Identify some lines of business that are supporting 
this goal and strategy.

3.	 For the lines of business in step 2, identify one initia-
tive supporting the strategy and goal.

4.	 For which of these lines of business can your solutions 
deliver business outcomes?

5.	 Did this action help you identify new lines of business 
to talk to?

FIVE INSIGHTS FOR SELLING  
INTO LINES OF BUSINESS

“When you’re selling a project to multiple stakeholders, 
don’t just run to whomever you think has the money. Your 
sales leadership may be pushing you to follow the money 
and get close to the CFO or CIO, but if the business deci-
sion maker is the CMO, you can’t just go around them to 
get the deal done. That’s how you burn relationships. Take 
each stakeholder into account. Sometimes it’s a careful 
dance. As a technology seller, sales leadership will press 
for progress on the account—proposing, pitching, and 
escalating—and the caution here is that pushed too far, the 
customer could decide to find a different, more collabora-
tive, business-focused, non-salesy partner.”

—JUSTIN HONAMAN, former VP/GM, Analytics, Data & Digital 
Transformation, Strategic Sourcing & Procurement, Georgia Pacific
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Figure 3-2. Especially for large deals, it takes a village of stakeholders 
and lines of business to move a deal to the finish line.
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In Chapter 2, we talked about gaining insight into your 
customers’ industries and creating a playbook for document-
ing what you learn about each one. You can leverage that 
knowledge within individual lines of business. 

Insight-Led Selling proposes five insights, basically 
“things you need to know” to have meaningful conversations 
and successful engagements with buying executives within the 
various lines of business in your deals:

1.	 Company-wide goals

2.	 Strategies for achieving company-wide goals

3.	 Line of business aligned with goals and strategies

4.	 Lines of business’s initiatives supporting goals and 
strategies

5.	 Lines of business’s financial and Operational KPIs 
related to initiatives

As you collect this information about your customer, ask 
yourself these questions:

•	 How do my solutions help?

•	 What have I learned that I can provide to my executive 
buyer as additional insights into their situation, issues, 
and potential solutions beyond what they already know?

•	 Are there other buyers I could be selling to? 
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Now let’s dive into the five insights for selling into lines 
of business.

Insight #1: Company-wide Goals

Companies set goals as a means to keep moving forward and 
focus people’s attention on what matters the most. It is vitally 
important that what you are proposing is aligned with at least 
one of your customer’s goals. Know all of your customer’s 
goals and uncover areas of opportunity that you may not have 
thought about. Focus on those goals where your solution can 
have the greatest impact. Otherwise, what you are proposing 
will be of little or no value to executive buyers. Remember, 
they are often bonused on achieving these goals.

You often hear the term “SMART Goals”:

•	 S = Specific

•	 M = Measurable

•	 A = Achievable

•	 R = Relevant

•	 T = Time-bound

Let’s apply SMART to a real-world company, a global 
Consumer Packaged Goods (CPG) company with over $15 
billion in revenue.
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Specific
Reduce annual selling, general and administrative expense 

(SG&A), manufacturing operating costs, and logistics costs
Measurable
Realize over $600 million in annual savings
Achievable
Company has had successful cost reduction programs in 

the past, so there is a level of confidence that it can be done 
again. On a side note, company leaders have made this commit-
ment to investors, so they better deliver!

Relevant
Profitability has trended down over the last five years. 

Need to improve profitability to fund higher revenue growth 
and provide greater returns to shareholders.

Time-bound
Saving will be achieved within two years and sustainable 

thereafter.
Sources of Goals: The annual report is often a good place 

to find a company’s goals and strategies. The top executives of 
a company write a “letter to Shareholders” that provides an 
overview of the company’s position, achievements related to 
past goals, and what they are focused on for the future. Addi-
tionally, in regulatory filings such as a Form 10K for compa-
nies domiciled in the United States or 20-F for companies 
not domiciled in the United States but traded in the United 
States, the Business Overview in this report may define goals 
and strategies as well. All publicly traded companies regard-
less of where they are domiciled and traded are required to file 
annual and what we call interim reports (quarterly or semi-
annually) with regulatory authorities. For even more details 
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about a company’s goals, investor presentations and earnings 
call transcripts are a good source as well.

Barriers to Identifying Company-wide  
Goals

Sellers are typically very comfortable calling on the “friendly” 
people in the account. These people may be able to make tacti-
cal buying decisions, but they may lack the position and author-
ity to make strategic decisions. If your buyer is the recipient of 
the budget rather than the creator of the budget, they may not 
have the leverage required to approve a deal. You need to be 
speaking with the budget creators and discovering their goals.

Note that even if you do identify the company-wide goals, 
your buyer may not have thought through the process of how 
to achieve them. This is where you can help, but it’s also where 
another common barrier appears: sellers worry that under-
standing the goals of each individual stakeholder—as opposed 
to simply mastering the details of their product—takes time. 
It can take time, but it is well worth the effort since executive 
buyers expect you to know their goals, especially since those 
goals are in the public domain.

Too often, sellers don’t know the answers to core questions 
around their customer’s goals. When asked, they might say, “I 
think they’re trying to move their business to the cloud.” In 
the first place, that may be a project, but it’s not a goal. They 
need to know the actual goal and how this initiative will help 
them achieve that goal. Salespeople aren’t lazy; they want to 
do a good job and make sales. The problem is that they just 
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don’t know what they don’t know—or should know—and when 
they do, they don’t know how to get the information. Insight-
Led Selling provides a method for developing your skills in 
their area.

Insight #2: Strategies

A company’s strategy is a general direction the company sets 
for itself and its various elements to achieve a desired goal. 
In our example, the CPG company’s strategies to achieve the 
$600 million+ cost savings comprise the following:

•	 Expanding Commercial Hubs

*	 Cluster single-country subsidiaries into more 
efficient regional hubs

•	 Extending Shared Business Services and Streamlining 
Global Functions

*	 Centralize finance and accounting and 
other functions

•	 Optimizing Global Supply Chain and Facilities

*	 Consolidate production and Distribution and 
Logistics 

Sources of Strategies: Good sources of strategies are 
annual reports, investor presentations, and earnings calls.
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Once you know the business units’ strategies, think about 
how your solutions can help implement those strategies and 
where you have helped other companies implement similar 
strategies. Suppose you offer Business Processing Outsourc-
ing (BPO) services. You would focus on the strategy of “extend-
ing shared business services and streamlining global units and 
more specifically, centralizing finance and accounting and other 
functions.” You would want to know the cost-savings goal 
for centralizing these functions. You would need to answer 
some questions too: Does the customer want to keep these 
services internal? Is the customer’s intention to outsource 
these services or consider outsourcing these services? Where 
are your BPO services being applied that would be of interest 
to the customer? It is still very early in the sales process, but 
what would the business outcomes cost savings be if you could 
deliver to the customer the same level of benefits your solu-
tions have delivered to other customers?

A seller that can match their solution to a strategy, and that 
strategy to a goal, connects the dots, so to speak, for the buyer. 
For example, a network provider we worked with was talking to 
a hotel chain about wireless services. The sellers were well into 
their pitch when they paused to ask, “What are you going to do 
with this wireless service?” It turned out the hotel was work-
ing on an automatic check-in mobile room access app (initia-
tive) to improve customer experience (strategy) that would 
increase revenue (goal). The sales team pivoted to explain how 
they could help deliver that outcome, and they ended up land-
ing the multi-hundred-million-dollar deal. Doing so, though, 
required going beyond talking about their wireless products 
and specifically addressing how those products would support 
the customer’s intended end use.
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Insight #3: Lines of Business Aligned  
with Goals and Strategies

“Corporate strategy is a great starting point for sellers, and 
I’m fine with them asking me about how my individual 
goals align with that strategy. Think about it: Do you want 
a seller talking to you from a place of complete ignorance 
about your goals, or one who has a high-level understand-
ing of your company’s strategies and takes the initiative 
to ask questions, gather information, and gain an under-
standing of what you’re trying to accomplish?”

—TOM SCHMITT, Chairman, President, and CEO, Forward Air Corp.

Now it’s time to identify how those lines of business align 
with goals and strategies. An approach we like is to first think 
about the Areas of Financial Performance that are the focus of 
the goals and strategies. Let’s focus on the strategy “Optimiz-
ing Global Supply Chain and Facilities.” This would drive the 
goal to reduce the Cost of Goods Sold. It would also increase 
the utilization of manufacturing and distribution assets and 
possibly lower the investment in inventory. Therefore, the 
Areas of Financial Performance improved by this strategy 
include the following:

•	 Cost of Goods Sold as a percentage of revenue

•	 Fixed Asset Utilization

•	 Days in Inventory
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The next step is to identify the relevant lines of business, 
which for this strategy comprise these units:

•	 Manufacturing

•	 Distribution and Logistics

Both would have operating costs impacted, as well as 
changes in facilities.

Other lines of business likely include the following:

•	 Human Resources, since reduction and relocation of 
personnel will be required

•	 IT, since optimization of production and distribution 
across facilities will be required

Sources of Lines of Business Aligned with Goals and 
Strategies: In Chapter 4, we will explore the Areas of Finan-
cial Performance by business unit. This is a good starting point 
for your research. Also, review investor presentations and 
earnings calls where sometimes line of business executives 
talk about the goals and strategies they are supporting. 

Lack of awareness of a stakeholder’s goals and strategies is 
more common than you can imagine, but the problem can be 
avoided with the right approach: thinking outside-in, talking 
to the right people, and getting real about your relationships 
with the buyer.
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Think Outside-In

“My best single piece of advice to sellers is this: When target-
ing me or any other executive, make it very personal. I get 
emails that are obviously the result of blind targeting. Sell-
ers can get to know me by reading blogs, articles, and inter-
views. They can get to know our business and what we’re 
trying to accomplish. Know our brand. Shop our stores. 
Then send me an email that speaks to me, not everybody else.”

—JO ANN HEROLD, Chief Marketing Officer,  

The Honey Baked Ham Company

Sales problems tend to stem from a core mistake: sellers 
focus on themselves instead of the customer, meaning they 
come in with a product and push it, regardless of the custom-
er’s actual needs and goals. This phenomenon is known as the 

“inside-out” approach, as opposed to the “outside-in” approach. 
Customers know when you’re just trying to sell them some-
thing—anything—to meet your quota.

We’re not picking on sellers—we know about inside-out 
selling because we work with companies that do it all the time. 
We were working with a large logistics provider that was pitch-
ing to a major automotive company. A lot of the presentation 
wasn’t about the customer but about the logistics company: 
how big it was, how it was operating in so many countries, and 
how it was extremely dependable and efficient. Not much was 
said about the automotive company’s goals and the challenges 
they were facing. On the sales teams’ way out, one of the auto-
motive executives said, “Guess what? You guys are DUMB. You 
Don’t Understand My Business.” Whoops.
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Talking to the Right Person

In another instance, we were working with a team that 
had come up with a clever way to save a potential buyer $5 
million in IT costs. They wanted help on how to talk to the 
CFO, and we said, “We can, but that will be a waste of time.” 
They were shocked, but we asked if they knew what the CFO 
actually wanted. An investor presentation indicated the busi-
ness wanted to expand its profit margin. Achieving this would 
generate an additional $500 million in profits. We said, “So 
someone in the company is interested in $5 million, but it’s 
not the CFO.” The bad news was, they did not understand the 
customer’s big-picture goals. The good news was, they found 
the right buyer for the $5 million saving and were inspired to 
look for other ways to help the customer expand margins that 
would be of interest to the CFO and other executives.

Another problem stems from sellers not talking to the 
person who has the ultimate decision-making power. They 
haven’t done the research to know who has veto power and 
financial responsibility for the investment. So they call in 
to their traditional buying center and talk to the mid-level 
manager who has influence but not the final say. Maybe the 
seller feels afraid to have discussions with higher-level execu-
tives, or maybe they think this manager has a special relation-
ship with someone in the C-suite. That special relationship 
might just mean the manager had coffee with the CIO once. 
The seller is not actually talking to the right person.

It’s important to ask at the outset who is involved in making 
a purchasing decision. Do a little probing to find out who else 
needs to be sold on the product, directly or indirectly, and 
uncover any blind spots. If IT is responsible for implement-
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ing a digital marketing technology, those stakeholders will be 
the buyers, but they’re not the end users. Marketing is the end 
user, so sometimes IT will bring marketing in, but sometimes 
it won’t. The organization may silo those functions. If you’re 
not talking to the end user, you need to provide the case they 
can pass along to that end user.

Getting Real about Relationships

“When you’re selling a complex solution, you have to 
address the gauntlet of stakeholders. You need to know 
each person’s desired business outcomes, but companies 
don’t want sellers running all over the place and trying to 
figure out who to talk to, so you need a champion. If you 
have a relationship in IT, have a frank conversation with 
that person about how your solution addresses their busi-
ness outcomes. Get them on your side, then ask for intro-
ductions to other stakeholders. And you better be credible. 
No one wants to use up relationship capital on a salesper-
son that can’t effectively talk to other stakeholders—or 
worse, not deliver the goods.”

—JIM AUGUST, VP of Enterprise Architecture  

at a Fortune 500 Life Insurance Company

As you examine who the real decision makers are and what 
they need, it’s time to get real about which buyers you have a 
strong relationship with and who you don’t. Just because you’ve 
been in an elevator with someone once or had a few phone 
calls doesn’t mean you know them or that they’re prepared 
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to discuss their goals and strategies with you. We’ve seen sell-
ers overestimate their connection with an executive and walk 
out of a meeting believing they’ve made great headway, when 
in reality, that executive pointed them to a direct report. You 
can’t assume you’ve been given a clear path forward; nine 
times out of ten, that action says you’ve been deferred.

If the executive says something like, “What you’re offering 
is not immediately valuable to me, but it’s probably valuable to 
someone who works for me,” they are politely telling you, “I’m 
not interested; go bother someone else.” You may have made it 
to the right decision maker, but they may already be running 
the initiative you’re proposing to address, or maybe your solu-
tion isn’t material enough for their needs. Without the right 
awareness and framework to address what matters to them, 
you could misinterpret the conversation and worse, blow the 
opportunity.

All of this is to say, yes, shame on the unprepared, but if 
you avoid these pitfalls and apply your research, you will reap 
the rewards. If you put in the time to find something tangible 
that will help the customer’s business, whether from a finan-
cial perspective, or through increased agility, or with better 
risk management, then you will benefit too. You sell more and 
you’ll faster.

Insight #4: Lines of Business’s Initiatives  
Supporting Goals and Strategies

Initiatives are actions taken by a line of business with the 
purpose of implementing strategies and achieving the goals 
they support. Let’s focus on the business units Manufacturing 
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and Distribution and Logistics. Some of the initiatives related 
to the strategy “Optimizing Global Supply Chain and Facilities” 
might including the following:

•	 Manufacturing:

*	 Leverage Internet of Things (IoT) to 
increase Capacity Utilization and lower 
unplanned downtime

*	 Optimize production across all facilities

•	 Distribution and Logistics:

*	 Improve collaboration with customers 
and suppliers

*	 Improve inventory visibility

Learning even the most common line of business initia-
tives may seem like a lot of work and initially it can be. But like 
most activities, the more you perform it, the easier it becomes. 
It will also build your credibility with executive buyers. You can 
discuss their initiatives and compare them to other companies 
in their industry. Other good news is that companies in the 
same industry tend to have similar goals, strategies, and initia-
tives. Your research can be scalable across companies. It can 
also give you the opportunity to tell buyers something they 
don’t know by comparing and contrasting your customer’s 
initiatives to others in the industry.

Once you know the initiatives, focus on those that your 
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solutions can help implement. Suppose you offer products and 
services that can help with the manufacturing initiative “lever-
age IoT to increase Capacity Utilization and lower unplanned 
downtime.” You would want to explore questions such as, “How 
much of the $600 million cost-savings goal is expected to come 
from manufacturing?” and “If your solutions could deliver 
business outcomes like they have for others in the indus-
try, how much would be the contribution to manufacturing’s 
cost-savings goals?” and “What might you be able to tell the 
buyer about implementing this initiative they may not know 
based on experiences with other customers in the industry?”

Sources of Lines of Business’s Initiatives Supporting 
Goals and Strategies: To gain more insight into the different 
business units’ initiatives, companies sometimes have each 
executive define initiatives and business outcomes relevant to 
their departments in investor presentations. These executives 
are also called on to discuss their areas during an earnings 
call meeting, which are usually presented in the earnings call 
transcript. 

Insight #5: Lines of Business’s Financial and 
Operational Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) 

Related to Initiatives

We know different players are involved in the decision making 
and that their focus areas and measures of success differ. So 
how do different buyers measure success? Each is focused on 
one or more Areas of Financial Performance and has their 
own KPIs by line of business. The business units’ financial and 
Operational KPIs are some of the most important pieces of 
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information you can have as a seller. These are on executives’ 
dashboards; they are how they measure performance and 
success. Ultimately, your solutions can improve some of these 
KPIs. That’s why it’s crucial that you be able to articulate how 
your solutions improve these KPIs and by how much.

AREAS OF FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE  
AND OPERATIONAL KEY PERFORMANCE  

INDICATORS (KPIS)

AREAS OF FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE ARE items such 
as how fast a company is growing revenue, which is 
called revenue growth; managing profitability, which 
is revenue less operating expenses expressed as a 
percentage of revenue; and asset utilization, which is 
how many dollars of revenue are generated for a dollar 
invested in assets such as inventory and production 
assets. These measures of performance all come from 
a company’s financial statements. The Areas of Finan-
cial Performance are used by executives to manage the 
business and measure performance. Investors use the 
Areas of Financial Performance to assess how well the 
business is being managed, and to make decisions such 
as whether to invest more or less in a company.

Operational Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), as the 
name implies, measures performance at an operational 
level. Areas of Financial Performance are a manifesta-
tion of how well a company is managing the activities 
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underlying the Operational KPIs. Everyone reading this 
book can identify with the area of financial performance 
revenue growth. Operational KPIs associated with reve-
nue growth include customer retention, cross-sell/upsell, 
new customers, and closure rate. The higher these KPIs, 
the higher the revenue growth. It’s imperative you know 
which Operational KPIs are improved by your solutions 
because ultimately, that is how you help customers 
improve financial performance.

Sources of Financial and Operational KPIs: Financial 
KPIs are found on the income statement and balance sheet. 
Again, you don’t have to be an expert, but here are some consid-
erations to get you started. For the strategy we are exploring 
for both Manufacturing and Distribution and Logistics, the 
financial KPIs are those that we identified earlier:

•	 Cost of Goods Sold 

•	 Fixed Asset Utilization

•	 Days in Inventory 

Operational KPIs  are quantifiable metrics used to plan, 
evaluate, and improve business performance. They are what 
really drives the financial KPIs. For example, for Manufactur-
ing, Operational KPIs typically include the following:
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•	 Materials, labor, and overhead costs per unit

•	 Capacity Utilization

•	 Unplanned Machine Downtime

For Distribution and Logistics, Operational KPIs typically 
include the following:

•	 Transportation and Warehousing Costs as Percent 
of Revenue

•	 Order Fill Rate

•	 Orders Delivered On Time

Figure 3-3 provides examples of Operational KPIs for 
a sample of lines of business. A more complete set of busi-
ness units is available at InsightLedSelling.com, code 
INSIGHTSELLER.

Being aware of each unit’s KPIs can lead you to new entry 
points into the business. For example, a computer software 
salesperson was calling on a drugstore. He planned to speak 
with the technology team. But then he thought about what the 
software was actually enabling. It wasn’t going to solve IT’s 
problems. They would make the buy, install it, and support it. 
But his solution wouldn’t necessarily make their lives easier or 
help them meet their goals.

The sales guy knew the software could improve the compa-
ny’s supply chain. So he dug around and found the name of the 
person in charge. With no appointment scheduled, he fortu-
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Figure 3-3. How Is Success Measured? Stakeholders measure success 
by KPIs specific to their respective lines of business.
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itously ran into the supply chain manager and spoke about 
“Days in Inventory,” knowing his software could improve that 
metric. The manager’s ears immediately perked up. “Come 
with me,” he said. “I’m in the middle of something, but we need 
to talk.” The salesperson drove the man to the airport—the guy 
was literally on his way to get on a plane—and they talked the 
whole way.

He had never used the phrase “Days in Inventory” and 
hadn’t expected that response. The supply chain manager 
had always seen the sales guy as a technology vendor, selling 
solutions that didn’t concern him. With one phrase, mention-
ing one metric that mattered to the buyer, the salesperson 
changed the whole conversation.

TYING IT ALL TOGETHER

Figure 3-4 provides a framework for tying together the five 
insights for selling into lines of business. It is useful for both 
account planning and engaging with executive buyers. We use 
the CPG company’s goal of finding $600 million in cost and the 
related strategy of “Optimizing Global Supply Chain and Facil-
ities,” and the two lines of business Manufacturing and Distri-
bution and Logistics. Buyer alignment framework examples 
for the banking and insurance industries are included in the 
Chapter 3 section of the appendix.

This is a collaborative effort, where you can make some 
assumptions and take them to the customer to help narrow 
down their focus and draw out the details. It shows that you’ve 
done your homework and gives them and you a framework 
around their individual goals and strategies that they had not 
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Figure 3-4. Buyer Alignment Framework for tying together your in-
sights on customer’s goals, strategies, and supporting lines of business 
initiatives and Operational KPIs.
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previously shared with you. Consider this framework customer 
ready. First, use it to organize your thoughts, research, and 
assumptions about who’s responsible for what. Then take it to 
the customer to review and validate. It leads to a collaborative 
discussion during which you’ll see that the customer will be 
more likely to share information about what they’re trying to 
do and how they’re trying to do it.

INSIGHT-LED SELLING IN ACTION

Action: Create a buyers alignment framework

Purpose: Begin to tailor the message for stakeholders 
that will address their point of value

You can build on your responses to the Build an Execu-
tive Buyers Village action to help complete this action. Buyer 
Alignment Framework examples for the banking and the 
insurance industries appear in the Chapter 3 section of the 
appendix of this book.

You can also download the FinListics “Buyers Alignment 
Framework” template from www.InsightLedSelling.com to 
help complete this action. Use the code INSIGHTSELLER to 
access the site.

Ideally, you would complete this action using custom-
er-specific information. But to get started, our website 
provides examples of common industry goals and strategies 
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for select industries and for lines of business, their initiatives, 
financial metrics, and Operational KPIs.

1.	 For one of your customers, select a goal and a strat-
egy supporting that goal for which your solutions can 
help deliver a desired business outcome.

2.	 Select two lines of business (LOBs) supporting the 
goal and strategy that your solutions can help.

3.	 For each LOB, identify two initiatives. For these 
initiatives, select some Areas of Financial Perfor-
mance and Operational KPIs that the LOBs will use to 
measure success.

4.	 Complete the Buyers Alignment Framework. See 
Figure 3-4 as an example.

5.	 How will you use the Buyers Alignment Framework in 
account planning?

6.	 How will you use the framework with customers?

SUMMARY

The many stakeholders within each line of business and in every 
industry that make up your customer base are all people—just 
like you, just like us. They don’t expect you to know everything. 
They know you will never understand their industry and busi-
ness as well as they do, but even making an attempt goes a long 
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way. You’re not going to get it 100 percent right—that’s impos-
sible. But neglecting to make the effort is like going to a differ-
ent country and just speaking English the whole time versus 
at least learning and using some basic, polite phrases. Even if 
your accent is terrible, you see the difference in locals’ faces. 
They respond much more favorably to the person who tries. 
It’s the same when you make that effort with executive buyers.

Don’t be afraid to use new terminology, even if you aren’t 
an expert on the subject. You will learn. In the meantime, you 
can change the conversation and get the attention of more, and 
more powerful, decision makers. The bottom line is, these are 
just people trying to get by and do their jobs the best they can, 
and if you can help them, they will listen. If you have a solution 
that solves their specific problem, they will want to talk to you. 
Make the effort to discover the company’s goals, find out who 
the buyers are, learn their initiatives that support those goals, 
and understand how each buyer measures success. With this 
knowledge, you can craft a message that resonates with those 
stakeholders and their respective lines of business.

We hope this chapter has helped you think more deeply 
about aligning your solutions and your sales tactics not just to 
specific industries or businesses but, at a very granular level, 
to specific buyers within businesses. There are many stake-
holders for complex deals, so it’s imperative to take the time 
to understand how your solution impacts the company and its 
various lines of business. Understanding different buyers’ key 
initiatives and performance indicators will allow you to speak 
their language, not yours. Doing so will give you the confidence 
and some starting points to have conversations with people 
outside of your comfort zone. 

If you get a handle on the goals, metrics, opportunities, and 
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challenges your customer faces—and align them with what 
your solutions can offer—you will suddenly have a much more 
compelling and intelligent-sounding conversation with your 
buyers. Doing this for your many deals may seem overwhelm-
ing, but the more conversations you have, the more you’ll learn 
and the easier it will be to sound like you know what you’re 
talking about. Because you will! Funny how that works.

LINE OF BUSINESS INSIGHTS BEST PRACTICES

The average number of stakeholders involved in a deal 
has doubled from just a few years ago. As a seller, you have 
to consider not only your champion in the deal but all the 
other decisions makers across the company’s lines of busi-
ness. Insight-Led Selling’s best practices will help you better 
engage with these buyers, address their specific interests 
and concerns, and gain a wider audience of approval for 
your solution.

•	 Put yourself in your buyers’ shoes. Every stakeholder 
wants to know “what’s in it for me?” so you have to 
be prepared to answer that question—before they 
ask it. Your solution will appeal to buyers for differ-
ent reasons, and there is no one sales pitch that 
sells everyone.

•	 Know the most common goals, trends, risks, and 
opportunities among each line of business in an indus-
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try, then discover which ones your stakeholders are 
experiencing.

•	 Learn the company’s goals and strategies and how 
each stakeholder’s initiatives support them. Know 
their KPIs, too, and how to talk about them in their 
line of business language.

•	 Identify the “alphas” or the top decision makers. 
Appeal to them, find common ground among all the 
stakeholders, and build a coalition of support. Turn 
that momentum into a consensus.

•	 Pay attention to any red flags from the stakeholders. 
Politics and hidden agendas exist in every company 
and garnering the support of key influencers doesn’t 
guarantee the sale. Don’t be afraid to ask the hard 
questions required to uncover the unspoken objec-
tions to your solution.
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FINANCIAL INSIGHTS

“A seller should know my company’s financial perfor-
mance. Before they try to sell me something, they have to 
understand my financial position and what’s going on in 
the company’s business functions that could impact it. A 
seller who knows the financials knows what I’m focused on 
right now.”

—CANDY CONWAY, former VP, Global Operations, AT&T

When we talk to salespeople about finance, we like to start the 
conversation with the question “How many of you took finance 
in school?”

Half the people raise their hand. Then we ask, “How many 
of you liked it?”

Every hand goes down.
If you don’t love finance, you’re not alone. Yet, managing 

financial performance is one of the most important responsi-
bilities of executives. 

Financial insight into your customers’ performance 
provides crucial benefits:
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•	 Helps you think like executive buyers do, seeing their 
needs and your offering from their perspective

•	 Highlights the strengths and weaknesses of their 
financial performance so you can better identify their 
pain points and areas of opportunity to improve

•	 Provides insights into where your solution potentially 
adds the greatest value

In a FinListics survey of sellers, shown in Figure 4-1, 23 
percent said they feel comfortable talking about it, while 32 
percent believe they’re making some progress on that front, 
and 45 percent believe their understanding needs significant 
improvement.6

The good news is that what executives want to know often 
has little to do with what you learned in class. Whether you 
love it or hate it, learning about finance from an executive’s 
point of view will cure you of any “finance fears” and introduce 
you to powerful insight.

Your customer is driven by revenue growth, profitability, 
and utilization of assets. Insight-Led Selling helps you look at 
their performance and gain perspective that will help you have 
a better conversation and better align with their goals. You 
can also identify areas where your solutions will potentially 
help them. Insight and being able to talk about their financial 
performance are critical to selling up the ladder.

6	  Stephen Timme, “Curing Sellers’ Fear of Finance,” Forbes, March 18, 2020, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesbusinessdevelopmentcouncil/2020/03/18/
curing-sellers-fear-of-finance/#17cfac666149.
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FINANCIAL LANGUAGE

At the end of the day, businesses exist to make money. What do 
they do with that money? They maintain the existing organi-
zation, but they also use it to grow, hire people, and help their 
community. Companies have to make a profit, though startup 
companies typically get a pass on this for some period of time. 

Figure 4-1. How Well Does Your Sales Force Understand Their Custom-
er’s Financial Performance?
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Publicly traded companies need to return value to sharehold-
ers to maintain investment. Non-publicly traded companies 
also focus on profits so that they, like public companies, can 
grow the business, invest in their people, and so forth.

In other words, if you’re working with businesses, no 
matter what kind, you have to be thinking about money, 
because that’s what it’s all about. You can talk about all kinds 
of solutions, but if they won’t help grow revenue, increase 
profits, or result in higher utilization of assets, you won’t find 
much interest.

In thinking about financial impacts, the numbers tell a 
story. As you research a company, if there’s a big change in any 
of the financial metrics, positive or negative, it’ll jump out at 
you. You can then dig in to figure out what’s happening. Maybe 
there was a change in product/service mix or a security breach. 
Maybe they acquired another company. Maybe they’ve had 
to take a huge write-off or introduced a new, wildly success-
ful product. Doing your homework helps you understand a 
company’s financial story.

Finance is the common language of business. People in 
product development have to explain to senior executives how 
a new product impacts the top line and how it meets needs in 
the market. Marketing wants to spend hundreds of millions, 
if not billions, of dollars on coming up with clever campaigns. 
In order to justify that investment, they have to explain the 
impact on revenue and profit. IT wants to migrate to the cloud, 
which has technology benefits, but at the end of the day, they 
also need to explain how doing so reduces costs, supports 
growth initiatives, and ultimately increases revenue.

The list goes on and on and on. Each line of business has 
its own metrics and language, but when they all get together in 
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an executive meeting, they’ll speak in the context of finance: 
grow the top line, better manage expenses, and get better utili-
zation of assets. That’s how they communicate with each other, 
and when you communicate with them, you also need to be 
able to explain how your solution will enhance overall financial 
performance.

CURING SELLERS’ FEAR OF FINANCE

When Stephen was a college professor, Introduction to Finance 
was a required course. One student, who hadn’t been doing very 
well, came into Stephen’s office in his last semester. When asked 
why in the world he waited until the final semester of his degree 
program to take what was known as the hardest core course, he 
said, “I was kind of hoping you guys would drop it.” 

He wasn’t alone in fearing finance or thinking the subject 
isn’t helpful or fun. However, there’s a lot more to finance than 
numbers and equations that might seem to have no place in 
the seller’s workplace. If, like Stephen’s student, you’re simply 
afraid of the topic, it’s time to face that fear head-on. Embrac-
ing finance could be the single most powerful step you will ever 
take in advancing your selling success. 

Ideally, companies should adopt an initiative for helping 
“cure” the finance fears of everyone involved in sales including 
solutions architects, industry experts, and so on. The fastest 
and most dramatic results are achieved by making it a group 
effort. Our six-step process takes advantage of the research 
you’ve done in the previous three chapters. This builds on the 
Chapter 2 concepts of knowing your industry roadmap and 
Chapter 3 knowing your buyers’ goals, strategies, and initia-



INSIGHT-LED SELLING

1 3 6

tives. Let’s look at the steps to curing sellers’ fear of finance 
shown in Figure 4-2. Then we’ll step through an application of 
the process in action.

“An ideal situation is one where the seller knows our finan-
cial performance. Who wouldn’t love for a vendor to be able 
to have that conversation? For publicly traded companies, 
almost all the information they need is out there. Think 
about how powerful it would be to have a seller start the 
discussion with something like, ‘We know you’re building 
profit margin on price increases and that your volume 
is flat. Here’s how we can get you to a more sustainable 
model with cost improvements as well.’

“Unfortunately, I know very few sellers who are 
equipped to have this kind of conversation.”

—DAWN GARIBALDI, President, Amplify Strategy, and former 
Vice-President, Supply Chain, Fabric & Home Care–Asia, 

Procter & Gamble

Step 1: Identify Key Areas of Performance

In this step, you’re laying the foundation with an industry 
outside-in perspective, identifying at a very high level the 
three things the buyer cares about the most. You’re essentially 
answering the question, “What are the two or three areas of 
performance that drive the majority of the company value?” 
These measures vary by industry, but for all industries, a 
common key area is revenue growth. Figure 4-3 illustrates the 
financial drivers for what we call goods and services companies, 
which includes industries such as manufacturing, retail, oil and 
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Figure 4-2. Process for Curing Sellers’ Fear of Finance is a six-step 
method that every employer can use to ease sellers into conversations 
that leverage financial information for more, bigger, and better deals.
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gas, telecommunications, and business services. See the Chap-
ter 2 section in the appendix for financial drivers for banking 
and insurance. Revenue growth is a key driver for all industries. 
For a retailer, Operating Income Margin and Days in Inventory 
are two of the three key areas, and for a system integrator, the 
focus is on selling, general and administrative, and Days Sales 
Outstanding. For oil and gas, two of the areas are Cost of Goods 
Sold and Fixed Asset Utilization.

It all starts with some measure of overall performance, such 
as a return measure or earnings per share. Overall performance 
breaks into three different areas, as shown in Figure 4-3.

Revenue

First, how fast is the top-line revenue growing? For a manu-
facturer, you’d look at product price and service contracts. For 
retail, how much merchandise did they sell, and how much did 
they get in extended warranty revenue? As we saw in Chapter 
2, revenue growth varies across industries. Software tends to 
experience double-digit growth, whereas utilities often grow 
less than 1 percent.

Profitability

The next component is some measure of profitability. Profits are 
the amount of revenue that you have, less the costs associated 
with generating that revenue. When we look at profits relative 
to revenue, we call that profitability. Remember the discussion 
in Chapter 2 where we discussed that one of the drivers of prof-
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itability is the value a company delivers to its customer. Phar-
maceutical companies have a very high profit margin at over 20 
percent. They deliver lifesaving medication. Wholesale compa-
nies’ profit margin is less than 4 percent. They add value, of 
course, but not as much as a pharmaceutical company.

Figure 4-3. Financial Drivers: Goods and Services Companies.
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For a lot of companies, one of the biggest costs associated 
with making products or delivering services is Cost of Goods 
Sold (COGS), which may represent 50–70 percent of their 
revenue. For retail, COGS includes items such as merchandise, 
store, and logistics costs. COGS for a service company primar-
ily includes the labor to provide services. Manufacturing COGS 
includes items such as materials, labor, overhead, and logistics.

Another major cost bucket for a lot of companies is Sell-
ing, General and Administrative (SG&A), which includes 
sales expenses, marketing expenses, finance and accounting, 
IT, HR, legal, and so on. Like COGS, it varies by industry and 
often represents 15–30 percent of revenue. SG&A tends not to 
absorb as much revenue as COGS, but it’s still significant and 
companies are always looking at ways to better manage it.

Asset Utilization

You got the revenue and profit pieces. But guess what? Compa-
nies need to invest in assets to generate revenue and profits. 
This investment is broken into two main categories:

•	 Fixed Asset Utilization

•	 Cash Operating Cycle

Fixed assets include investments in IT assets such as infra-
structure (although this investment is decreasing with cloud 
services). A manufacturer needs production facilities and distri-
bution assets. Retailers and wholesale distributors need distri-
bution centers and, at times, stores. An electric utility invests in 
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generation, transmission, and distribution assets. Oil and gas 
invest in production assets such as on- and offshore oil rigs and 
refining facilities. An airline invests in aircraft and passenger 
gates. You need to look at how well a company is utilizing its fixed 
assets. Are they generating a lot of revenue or little revenue?

Fixed Asset Utilization is a measure of how much a 
company generates in revenue compared to its investment in 
fixed assets. A company has $100 million in fixed assets and 
$200 million in revenue. Fixed Asset Utilization is 2.00, mean-
ing that a dollar invested in fixed assets generates $2.00 in 
revenue throughout the year.

Fixed Asset Utilization is impacted by how capital inten-
sive is the industry the customer competes and how efficiently 
they are utilized. In Chapter 3, we talked about wholesale 
distribution having low capital intensity investing on average 
$0.10 in fixed assets such as distribution centers per dollar of 
revenue. Utilities is one of the most capital intensive, investing 
around $3.00 in assets such as generation plants, transmission, 
and distribution assets per $1.00. Another capital-intensive 
industry is mining that on average invests $1.00 in fixed asset 
(mines and mining equipment) per $1.00 in revenue.

FIXED ASSET UTILIZATION

FIXED ASSET UTILIZATION IS A measure of how much a 
company generates in revenue compared to its invest-
ment in fixed assets. Say a company has $100 million in 
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fixed assets and $200 million in revenue. Fixed Asset 
Utilization is 2.00, meaning that $1.00 invested in 
fixed assets generates $2.00 in revenue throughout 
the year. Fixed Asset Utilization is heavily dependent 
on how capital intensive an industry is. Globally, large 
telecommunications companies generate almost 
$1.20 in revenue for $1.00 invested in fixed asset. The 
better performers are closer to $1.60. Most compa-
nies are constantly seeking ways to improve the utili-
zation of fixed assets and improve overall financial 
performance.

Then there’s the Cash Operating Cycle. The Cash Oper-
ating Cycle provides a measure of how quickly a company 
converts its investment in inventory into cash. It consists of 
the following:

•	 Days in Inventory: Days a company has invested 
in inventory

•	 Days Sales Outstanding: Days a company takes to 
receive payment from customers 

•	 Days Purchases Outstanding: Days a company takes 
to pay suppliers
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Executives focus on the Cash Operating Cycle since it is a 
major driver of cash flow, which is one of the most important 
contributors to a company’s market value and access to funds.

CASH OPERATING CYCLE

CASH OPERATING CYCLE IS THE net number of days a 
company has invested in inventory, accounts receivable, 
and accounts payable. For example, for large global 
automotive parts manufacturers the average Cash Oper-
ating Cycle is 44 days, which comprises 48 days in inven-
tor plus 55 days in Days Sales Outstanding less 59 days 
in Days Purchases Outstanding. The better performers’ 
Cash Operating Cycle is at –2 days! How do they have 
a negative Cash Operating Cycle? Days in Inventory is 
35 days and Days Sales Outstanding at 47 days, both 
of which are lower than the average performer which 
is a good thing. Days Purchase Outstanding is 84 days 
compared to the average performers’ 59 days. One of 
the biggest contributors the better performers’ –2 days 
is they lean more heavily on their suppliers.

Many companies are continually working on ways to lower 
Days in Inventory and Days Sales Outstanding and increase 
Days Purchases Outstanding. How many of your customers 
are constantly asking for longer credit terms?



INSIGHT-LED SELLING

14 4

Step 2: Connect Lines of Business  
to Areas of Performance 

Now, you may be tempted to immediately show your customer 
how you can help them. Wait. Instead, first figure out whom to 
call on and which of the two or three areas they’re aligned with 
at a high level. In other words, answer the question, Whom do 
I sell to? Figure 4-4 maps Areas of Financial Performance to 
the buyers who care about them. Use this as a guide to deter-
mine which buyers would be most interested in your solution. 
Sellers often tell us that using this helps finding new buyers in 
a company.

By this point, you know whom you’re selling to. Start 
thinking about how they view financial performance. Very few 
buyers are interested in all the different Areas of Financial 
Performance. If you’re selling to customer service, marketing, 
or sales, they’re most interested in managing revenue or reve-
nue growth. Also, since those units are a part of SG&A, they’re 
very conscious of those associated costs as well. They’re not as 
interested in utilization of assets.

The operations function in manufacturing, on the other 
hand, will be very concerned about the cost of running those 
facilities, the Cost of Goods Sold, the materials, the labor, and 
the overhead. They also want to optimize the utilization manu-
facturing facilities, which has a direct impact on Fixed Asset 
Utilization.

Many other buyer functions and metrics could be in play, 
and we won’t list them all here. The takeaway is, whom are you 
talking to, and what do they care about?
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Figure 4-4. Financial Performance Buyers’ Connection. Know which 
buyers are focused on the different Areas of Financial Performance.
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TALKING THE TALK OPENS THE DOOR

A SALES REP AT ONE of our clients typically calls into her 
customers at the plant level. In one of our workshops, she 
shared that the conversations focus on run speed, Capac-
ity Utilization, and so on because that’s what plant manag-
ers get paid to worry about. After the workshop, she did 
some research and met with a plant manager again. This 
time, she told him she’d noticed their Cost of Goods Sold 
was trending upward. She didn’t get into a lot of detail or 
even mention any numbers, but the plant manager imme-
diately noted that he’d just received information from his 
CFO on that metric, and it was of great interest to the 
business unit. He directed her several levels up in the 
organization to speak with someone about it. 

The point is, you don’t necessarily need deep finan-
cial knowledge to reach an alpha buyer or the person 
who sets the budget. You simply need to speak their 
language and be able to connect the dots between 
what they care about and what you have to offer. Before 
you walk into a meeting, remember this: Just like you 
should dress for the job you want, you should talk like 
the person you want to talk to.

As we’ve said, finance is the common language of business, 
so using the right words matters. Numbers can be scary, but 
we’re here to help you with that fear. It’s also possible to have 
a financial or business conversation without talking about 
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a number at all. Dropping in “Cost of Goods Sold” or “Fixed 
Asset Utilization” with the right person at the right time can 
suddenly get you bumped up to the alpha buyer, where you 
want to be. Know which metrics your buyer cares about and 
speak to them accordingly.

Step 3: Find Business Units’ Initiatives  
and Operational KPIs

In order to map your solutions, you need to look for priorities 
and pain points from the buyer’s perspective and then figure 
out how what you offer maps to those areas.

Maybe the answer to the question in step 2 is Marketing. 
Okay, what does Marketing care about? Growing the top line. 
They’re aligned with revenue and looking at metrics such as 
campaign success rates and cross-sell/upsell.

Or if you’re selling Internet of Things (IoT) for industrial, 
whom are you selling to? The COO. COOs care about direct 
costs, unplanned capacity, and utilization of their assets.

What if you’re in banking? If you sell to the chief risk 
officer, what do they care about? The cost, risk, compliance, 
and so forth.

In Chapter 3, we showed you examples of Operational 
KPIs by different business units, and again in Figure 4-5, you 
can see how this information plays into step 3 in curing a sell-
er’s fear of finance. 

You don’t have to know all the answers rights away. For 
one, you can ask questions of your customer and view inves-
tor presentations that point you toward concepts to research 
in more detail. Also, as we said, this is group therapy, a team 
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Figure 4-5. How Is Success Measured? Know the Operational KPIs that 
are most important to your executive buyers.
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effort—enlist your colleagues and resources. This process 
starts you thinking at a very high level. Don’t get into detail. 
Just answer the questions, whom are you selling to?, and to the 
best of your ability, what do they really care about?

Step 4: Map Your Solutions to Areas  
of Performance and KPIs

Once you know what they care about, what is it that you do? 
If you sell customer insights or IoT for industrial, what areas 
of performance are you going to impact? How does the buyer 
measure those impacts? Remember, this is a group exercise. It 
requires participation from marketing, industry experts, and 
sales. It may seem like a lot of work initially—and it can be—
but it’s well worth the effort. The good news is, doing the work 
provides a scalable, repeatable process, which experience 
shows leads to larger deal sizes and sales.

Which Metrics Do You Impact?

There are a lot of metrics in the mix, and you might feel over-
whelmed. However, your solution likely impacts only two or 
three of them. In the six-step therapeutic process, you and 
your team work to find out which are most relevant and map 
your offerings to those metrics.

For example, if you’re selling a supply chain service, it 
will influence Cost of Goods Sold. Or if you sell customer 
insights that can help a retailer do a better job of understand-
ing customer preferences, your solution is all about revenue 
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growth. If you sell technology that helps the IoT—the connec-
tivity of assets in a manufacturing context—you impact Fixed 
Asset Utilization.

So again, we encourage you to pick two, maybe three of 
these at most, and develop a deep insight of how your solu-
tions impact those. You don’t have to know everything about 
the business; you’re just trying to set yourself apart from the 
vast majority of sellers who walk through the door.

Step 5: Assess Financial Performance

Once you’ve got all this valuable knowledge about the indus-
try and customer, it’s time to assess the financial perfor-
mance. This step comes late in the process because you have 
to look at the performance in the context of whom you’re 
selling to and the company’s goals. You can’t just look at the 
numbers and wait for divine inspiration; you need to know 
what they mean.

For revenue growth, the VP of Sales is thinking about 
things such as sales attainment, closure rate, and pipeline and 
how they are impacting growth. Marketing looks at things such 
as campaign response rate and return on marketing invest-
ment—how many dollars of revenue are generated for each 
dollar invested in marketing and how they are contributing to 
the top line. 

Now let’s look at Cost of Goods Sold. The COO, for exam-
ple, might look at trends in Cost of Goods Sold and wonder 
about changes in materials, overhead, and labor costs. COVID 
increased cost per unit because of new protocols and lower 
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Capacity Utilization. Distribution and Logistics would look 
at trends in Cost of Goods Sold and think, for example, about 
how changes in outbound transportation because of shorter 
delivery times are impacting these costs. Or how a shortage 
of skilled labor is driving up warehousing costs. The point 
is, when analyzing an area for financial performance, view it 
from your buyer’s perspective to not only develop more empa-
thy but also better communicate how your solution can help.

We want to teach you the process of conducting an assess-
ment, but more importantly, how you use those insights with 
your buyers. Remember, a lot of factors go into these metrics. 
Try looking at them from your buyer’s perspective.

In looking at the trends from the buyer’s perspective, you 
can get a lot of insight from what publicly traded companies 
say. When companies publish their financial reports, they 
have a section titled something like “Management Discussion 
and Analysis.” In this section, they provide information on 
the key factors contributing to changes in performance.

The website Seeking Alpha provides a great resource for 
reading full transcripts of shareholder calls, which include 
pointed questions for analysts trying to figure out whether a 
stock is a buy. Management needs to answer to shareholders 
regarding delivering value, and they’ll try to put as positive a 
spin as possible on whatever’s happening, whereas analysts 
don’t have that interest. You can tell which questions manage-
ment is and isn’t comfortable answering. Sometimes they’ll 
slip, get frustrated, or say something off the cuff, revealing 
much more than their prepared remarks. The numbers tell a 
story, and the conversation can help you figure out what the 
real story is.
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GROSS PROFIT MARGIN

GROSS PROFIT MARGIN IS GROSS profit, which is revenue 
less Cost of Goods Sold, expressed as a percentage of 
revenue. Executives often talk about changes in pricing 
and product mix when discussing changes in Gross Profit 
Margin. They focus on Gross Profit Margin because it is an 
indicator of how well a company is managing all Opera-
tional KPIs related to sales—for example, pricing and prod-
uct development—and Cost of Goods Sold—for example, 
labor and materials. The average Gross Profit Margin for 
large software companies in North America is almost 80 
percent and for the better performers, 85 percent. By 
comparison, the average Gross Profit Margin for large 
manufacturers in North America is around 35 percent. 

A couple of years ago, a retailer had some growth, but their 
Gross Profit Margin had dropped, which is a big deal. On an 
earnings call, an analyst asked what caused it to drop. Manage-
ment hemmed and hawed and finally said, “Well, we changed 
our mix of products.” The analyst asked what else they’d done 
besides making that change, and then they said, “Well, we 
made some investments in pricing.” The analyst wasn’t rude, 
but he asked, “Investment in pricing? What does that mean? 
You lowered prices; isn’t that what you’re really saying?”

If you learn this kind of information from a call, as a seller 
you can say you might not be able to help directly, say, with the 
lower pricing part, but you sell distribution logistics services 
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that help lower costs elsewhere when prices erode, protecting 
margins—what we refer to as yin and yang selling. Knowing 
your buyer’s financial trends can help you identify bad ones 
and figure out ways to compensate.

INSIGHT-LED SELLING IN ACTION

Action: Identify Areas of Financial Performance improved 
by your solutions

Purpose: Link your solutions to improved financial 
performance

Use the Financial Drivers Map in Figure 4-3 if you sell 
to companies such as manufacturing, retail, and business 
services to help you complete this exercise.

1.	 Select two to three Areas of Financial Performance 
that your solutions can improve.

2.	 What are some of the challenges your customers face 
when trying to improve in these areas that your solu-
tions help with?

3.	 In nontechnical terms, create an elevator pitch 
explaining how your solutions help improve each area 
of performance.

4.	 What case studies support how your solutions help 
improve financial performance in these areas?
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Step 6: Make Observations  
Part of the Dialog

When you address that primary concern, you’ll make it a natu-
ral part of the dialog—not give them a financial history lesson. 
You won’t throw around a bunch of jargon or numbers out of 
context. Instead, you’ll speak in terms of relative performance, 
perhaps saying something like the following:

In preparing for this meeting, I reviewed your finan-
cial performance. I noticed that Cost of Goods Sold as a 
percentage of revenue has been trending upward. I read 
in the management discussion analysis that the trend 
partly relates to higher materials and labor costs. This 
helped me understand your goal of improving opera-
tional efficiencies to reduce Cost of Goods Sold. I’d like to 
share with you how we have worked with others in your 
industry to reduce these costs.

If you simply dive into the numbers with a statement like, 
“Your Days in Inventory went from fifty days to sixty-five days,” 
you risk the buyer saying, “Yeah, I know,” and tuning out. It’s 
like telling someone they’re ten pounds overweight when what 
they really want to hear is how to get in shape. By contrast, 
contextualizing the raw numbers and aligning them to a 
tailored solution tells executives something they don’t already 
know, why they should care, and what you can help them do 
about it. As a result, you shift the focus from price to the value 
of your solutions. 

Pointing out those trends in a respectful, solution-ori-
ented way—and without trying to sound like a know-it-all—
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will get results. Speak on subjects outside your wheelhouse 
can feel uncomfortable at first, but if you have a way to help 
buyers achieve their goals, they’ll want to hear it. They’re not 
antsy to buy your product; they’re antsy for results. It’s like if 
someone came to you, as a seller, and said they could help you 
shatter your quota, you’d want to listen.

CASE STUDY: APPLYING THE CURING SELLERS’ 
FEAR OF FINANCE PROCESS

Now let’s apply the six steps to curing sellers’ fear of finance. 
Your customer is a department store retailer selling women’s, 
men’s, and children’s clothing. It has $20 billion in revenue 
and over a thousand stores. Like many brick-and-mortar 
retailers, it has struggled to grow revenue and maintain prof-
itability because of changes in consumer buying behavior and 
the “Amazon Effect.”

But your customer is fighting back. It has two key goals:

•	 Drive revenue growth

•	 Expand profit margin

You offer solutions that help deliver greater customer 
insights in retail. So you focus on the drive revenue growth goal.

You know from Chapter 3 the next question is, “What 
are the strategies and initiatives for achieving the goal?” You 
review financial reports and investor presentations, listen in 
on the earnings call, and identify the following strategy and 
initiatives that align with your solutions’ capabilities.
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Strategy: Enhance Loyalty and Value Initiatives:

•	 Best-in-class rewards program

•	 Drive productivity through deeper engagement

•	 Deliver personalized experiences

•	 Let’s begin the six-step process.

Step 1: Identify Customer’s Key Areas  
of Financial Performance

For retail, three of the key Areas of Financial Performance are:
·	 Revenue Growth

•	 Operating Income Margin

•	 Days in Inventory

Step 2: Connect Lines of Business  
to Areas of Performance

For retail, some of the business units connected to all three 
Areas of Financial Performance are:

•	 Merchandising

•	 Marketing
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•	 Distribution and logistics

•	 Store operations

You know these are some of the connected lines of busi-
ness because these are some of the areas retail executives talk 
about in investor presentations and on earnings calls.

Step 3: Find Lines of Business’s Initiatives  
and Operational KPIs

The next step in the process is to identify the lines of business’s 
initiatives and Operational KPIs. Examples of these initiatives 
and KPIs for the four lines of business identified above are 
shown in Figure 4-6. Note that this is not an exhaustive list but 
provided for illustrative purposes. 

During this step, you think, “Which one of these initia-
tives and KPIs can my solutions help better manage?” Hold 
on, we will talk about this in step 4. Also, we often hear that by 
completing step 3, sellers find new buyers to talk to.

Step 4: Map Solutions to Areas of Performance, 
Lines of Business, and KPIs

This is one of the most important steps since buyers want to 
know how your solutions improve their KPIs and ultimately 
how much are the financial benefits. Again, you sell solutions 
that improve customer insights.

Marketing is probably whom you usually engage with 
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Figure 4-6. Examples of Initiatives and Operational KPIs for Retail 
LOBs Aligned with Driving Revenue Growth.
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since all marketing KPIs could be improved and will help 
achieve the goal of driving revenue. But what about the goal of 
increasing profitability? More effective marketing campaigns 
mean for the same marketing budget, revenue will be higher. 
Ready for this? This means that marketing expense would be 
lower as a percentage of revenue and, all else the same, profit-
ability increases. So when talking to marketing, you could talk 
about how your solutions help contribute to the goals of reve-
nue growth and profitability.

Merchandising should also be interested since having 
greater insights would improve all of that line of business’s 
KPIs. It would also help improve profitability since there 
should be fewer markdowns. And by buying merchandise that 
is more aligned with customer demand, Days in Inventory 
should be lowered.

But what about store operations? Note that some of store 
operations KPIs are based on revenue or sales. Store opera-
tions would not likely be the direct buyer of your solution, but 
they likely would be part of the village of buyers. Remember in 
Chapter 3 we talked about “it takes a village”? By showing how 
your solutions could help improve some of their KPIs, they 
could become an advocate of your solution.

You may have never thought about talking to Distribu-
tion and Logistics if you sell solutions that improve customer 
insight. Here’s how you can help. One of their KPIs is Days in 
Inventory and we have already talked about improving Days in 
Inventory. Also, with great customer insights, inventory can be 
better stocked and positioned to reduce customer order cycle 
time and increase Orders Delivered On Time. Distribution and 
Logistics may not be the main buyer of your solution, but just 
like store operations, by showing how your solutions can help 
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improve their KPIs, they likely will recommend your solutions.
Like we have said before, an important takeaway from this 

step is better insight into your usual buyers, while also finding 
new buyers.

Step 5: Assess Financial Performance

Now you are ready to assess the customer’s financial perfor-
mance. Steps 1–4 provide a good perspective on the assessment 
of performance. Also, remember the purpose of conducting 
this assessment is to help you better understand the motiva-
tion for the customer’s goals, strategies, and initiatives, better 
communicate with buying executives, and differentiative 
yourself from the competition.

You are looking for how the company is performing over 
time and how it compares to its peers and industry. You do not 
need to get into a lot of details. Keep it high level. We recom-
mend that you refer to the customer’s trend in performance 
over time and performance relative to their peers.

This is a good example of using reference to relative perfor-
mance with an executive buyer. One of our customers’ sellers was 
talking to an executive at a major medical insurance company. 
The company’s profit margin had been dropping in part due 
to changes in healthcare legislation and mix of insurance poli-
cies. The seller knew that a goal was to increase profitability by 
improving operational efficiencies, which was a sweet spot for 
the seller’s solutions. The seller asked the executive about the 
goal and initiatives and how they were going. She next referred 
to noticing that SG&A expenses as a percentage of revenue were 
trending up and was a main contributor to the decline in over-
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all profitability. Notice she did not get into all the details such as, 
“Your percentage SG&A has gone from a low of 20.3 percent and 
is now much higher at 24.8 percent!” Way too nerdy. She shared 
with us that the executive was very surprised that she knew this, 
and they had a good conversation about how the seller’s solu-
tions could potentially help better manage SG&A.

Assessing financial performance goes beyond just the 
number. A critical part is investigating what management is 
saying about their performance which, as we noted earlier, 
is included in the Management Discussion and Analysis in 
their financial filings. Our experience is that sellers are often 
amazed at the amount of information that is publicly available 
about a customer’s financial performance. And the insights 
that are provided help sellers to better know the custom-
er’s business and show how their solutions fit into the bigger 
picture. Unfortunately, very few sellers take the time to review 
this information. In our interviews, many executives believed 
that only 10–20 percent of sellers have this information. So set 
yourself apart from the competition and spend the time to see 
what management is talking about.

Figure 4-7 shows that assessing a customer’s financial 
performance is a five-step process. As you are conducting this 
assessment, answer these questions:

•	 How does this year compare to previous years?

•	 Is there a trend?

•	 What is management talking about?

•	 How do they compare to peers and industry?
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•	 Is there an overall trend for the customer, peers, 
and industry?

Overall Performance

There are many different measures of financial performance. 
The two areas we recommend you review are:

Figure 4-7. Assessing Financial Performance: The Process.
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•	 Revenue growth

•	 Profitability

Earlier, we talked about why these two areas are so import-
ant to senior executives and investors. Regardless of measure 
of overall performance such as Return on Capital or Earnings 
per Share, revenue growth and profitability are two of the most 
important drivers.

When reviewing revenue growth and profitability, some 
items to consider are changes in:

•	 Pricing strategy

•	 Product mix

•	 Operating expenses 

•	 Customer buying behavior

•	 Overall economic activity

Revenue Growth

Figure 4-8A shows the customer revenue growth over the last 
five years. It shows that this year’s performance is the lowest in 
five years and there is a declining trend over time and now the 
customer is losing revenue. That is never a good thing!

Figure 4-8A also shows what we call the Value of the Gap. 
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Figure 4-8A. Assessment of Customer’s Revenue Growth, which, in this 
example, is dropping over time. Source: FinListics ClientIQ.
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This is the revenue benefit if the customer could go from the 
current year to the best year’s performance. The value of the 
gap is $1,540 million. A lot of companies perform this type 
of analysis. It helps put the percentage revenue growth in a 
better perspective. The gap of $1,540 million is substantial and 
provides insights into why the customer is working so hard to 
improve performance.

Looking at the company’s revenue growth, you can spec-
ulate why it is dropping. But why speculate? Let’s see what 
management is talking about by reviewing their comments 
in the Management Discussion and Analysis in their finan-
cial filings. They first reference that comparable store sales 
have been negative. Comparable store sales is the year-over-
year growth at individual stores. What’s causing the drop in 
comparable store sales? They talk about fewer customers 
visiting the stores, and when they do, the average value of 
transactions at checkout is dropping. They also talk about 
the fact that online sales increased in the low double-digits. 
Despite the growth in online sales, year-over-year continues 
to decline.

Knowing what management is talking about provides 
valuable insights into what is top of mind. You can start 
thinking about how your solutions, for example, could 
increase average value of transactions or accelerate online 
sales. Perhaps you can’t do anything about increasing the 
number of customers visiting stores since this reflects a shift 
in buying behavior. But you could reference how your solu-
tion boosts sales through other channels to help offset the 
lower store foot traffic.
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Figure 4-8B. Assessment of Customer’s Profitability, which, in this 
example, is decreasing year over year. Source: FinListics ClientIQ.
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Profitability

Figure 4-8B shows profitability performance. Profitability is 
measured by the Operating Income Margin. Remember from 
Chapter 1, Operating Income Margin is Operating Income 
(revenue less all operating costs such as cost of goods; sell-
ing, general and administrative; and depreciation) expressed 
as a percentage of revenue. Like revenue growth, this year’s 
performance is the lowest in five years; it is declining over 
time. The value of the gap is $400 million, which is quite a lot. 
For profitability, the value of the gap is the increase in Oper-
ating Income by returning best year’s performance. Again, 
companies often conduct this type of analysis since it shows 
in dollars the benefits of improving performance. Some areas 
management highlighted for the decline in profitability are 
higher shipping costs due to more online sales with faster 
deliveries, markdowns, and labor costs. Remember that your 
customer insights solutions can’t help the customer better 
manage higher shipping and labor costs, but you would want 
to explore how they could better manage markdowns.

Your assessment of the customer’s overperformance is 
that it looks anemic, which it is. But this assessment provides 
valuable insights into why the client has established strat-
egies and initiatives to enhance performance. It also high-
lights the need for you to be able to show how your solutions 
can help improve performance and by how much. It also 
will help you be more relevant to the customer since you are 
thinking the same way they are about what urgently needs to 
be addressed.
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Trend Performance and Peer and  
Industry Comparison

It’s now time to assess the Areas of Financial Performance 
that are most focused on your buyers. This involves analyzing 
their performance over time compared to their peers and their 
industry. Since we are focused on marketing, we will stay with 
revenue growth. If we were targeting, for example, Distribu-
tion and Logistics, we would review areas of performance such 
as percentage Cost of Goods Sold and Days in Inventory since 
that is where most of those costs are recorded.

We get feedback from sellers all the time about how buyers 
really appreciate a discussion about how they compare to their 
peers and industry. Most companies’ financial groups conduct 
this type of analysis. What executives really like is a seller’s 
point of view on why it is different and, ultimately, how it can 
be improved.

This is one of our favorite stories about using peer and 
industry performance with an executive. One of our custom-
ers provides manufacturing solutions to help lower costs and 
increase Capacity Utilization. They were calling on a phar-
maceutical company and had a meeting with the CFO. The 
company had a great reputation and, overall, were very well 
managed. In preparation for the meeting, the seller assessed 
the customer’s performance over time and compared it to its 
peers in the industry. Revenue growth was excellent, as was 
profitability. The one area that appeared to be underperform-
ing was Fixed Asset Utilization, which is simply the dollars of 
revenue generated throughout the year for a dollar invested in 
fixed assets such as manufacturing facilities.
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Figure 4-9. Customer’s Revenue Growth shows a declining trend in 
revenue growth for the customer’s peers and overall industry, with the 
customer being the lowest performer. Source: FinListics ClientIQ.
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The customer consistently had a lower Fixed Asset Utili-
zation than its peers and industry average. This was shared 
with the CFO, who seemed surprise. She was a well-respected 
CFO whom the seller could tell was very smart. They talked 
about things that might be causing this, such as differences 
in their therapeutics portfolio since some classes of thera-
peutics require higher investments in manufacturing assets 
than others. Also, they talked about perhaps they were build-
ing more manufacturing capacity as they continued to expand 
internationally and they would grow into these facilities, which 
would increase Fixed Asset Utilization. Our customer shared 
what they had seen their other customers do operationally to 
increase Fix Asset Utilization.

It was a great conversation that started with the simple 
observation that the customer’s Fixed Asset Utilization was 
lower than its peers and industry. Our client was fortunate 
enough to have the CFO sponsor a meeting with the senior VP 
of global manufacturing to better understand why there was a 
difference in utilization, and they eventually closed a deal.

Figure 4-9 shows the customer’s trend, peer, and industry 
performance for revenue growth. Let’s look at this from the 
perspective of a senior marketing executive. The trend perfor-
mance is the same in overall performance. The customer is 
the lowest performer in most years. What are some of the 
factors that might be causing this? Perhaps the customer 
was a laggard in adopting omnichannel that allows custom-
ers to shop how they wanted (in-store and online). You could 
develop some insights into this by comparing the customer’s 
online sales as a percentage of revenue to its peers and indus-
try average. You could research the customer’s policies such 
as Buy Online and Pick Up in Store or Buy Online and Return 
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in Store. These are retail examples, but the point is, you 
need to assess your customer’s numbers, but you also need 
to dig deeper to develop insights into some of the contribut-
ing factors.

Marketing is not responsible for driving all of reve-
nue growth, but they are a big contributor. For example, if 
merchandising consistently buys low-demand merchandise 
and store operations has terrible customer service, market-
ing can have the most wonderful promotions in the world, but 
revenue growth is not going to look good.

Now it’s time to think like your marketing buyers. What are 
they thinking about these trends and comparisons? They are 
thinking they need to quickly find ways to change these or they 
will be looking for a new place of employment. You have some 
pretty good ideas about how they want to improve revenue 
growth performance because you know some of the marketing 
initiatives you identified earlier from an investor presentation, 
which were:

•	 Best-in-class rewards program

•	 Drive productivity through deeper engagement

•	 Deliver personalized experiences

Marketing is thinking how implementing each of these 
initiatives would increase revenue growth and by how much. 
They also want to know how your solutions can help. Where 
have you helped customers with similar initiatives? And can 
you tell them something they don’t know such as what the 
pitfalls are and how they can be avoided?
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“From a financial standpoint, companies are looking to 
make money or save money. Sellers have to decide which 
of these they can do. They can figure it out by learning 
their customer’s financial performance and their goals, 
and through their experiences with other companies in 
the industry. If they can’t help the company make or save 
money, they shouldn’t waste their time or the customer’s.”

—JIM AUGUST, VP of Enterprise Architecture at a 
 Fortune 500 Life Insurance Company

Power of One

Earlier, we saw that the value of the gap was $1,540 million for 
revenue growth. This is quite large, and experience shows to 
close a gap like this often takes strategic initiatives that take 
multiple years to implement. 

The Power of One helps provide insights into the financial 
benefits of improving areas of performance by 1 percent. We 
examine the Power of One in more detail in Chapter 5. Like the 
value of the gap, many companies internally conduct this type 
of analysis. It helps management better understand the value 
of even a small incremental change and identify opportunities 
for the greatest leverage. The Power of One for your customer 
is $200 million in revenue. Remember the customer has $20 
billion in revenue and 1 percent of that is $200 million. 

The Power of One is a great conversation starter. The 
customer did not provide a specific goal around growing reve-
nue. So after you have confirmed marketing’s initiatives and 
share how your solutions have helped others in the industry, 
you may have a conversation something like this: 
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“My analysis shows that for your company a 1 percent 
improvement in revenue adds $200 million in revenue. 
Does that sound right?” 

The answer will be yes since the value is simply 1 percent 
of the customer’s revenue. Since you have likely already built 
credibility, your next question is:

“What is your goal for improving revenue?”

Let’s say the answer is 3 percent. You have just been told 
that the goal is to improve revenue by $600 million, which is 
$200 million multiplied by three. You now know the goal. It 
helps put your solutions’ revenue benefits in perspective. If 
your solutions deliver total benefits of $10 million, they likely 
are of limited interest. If they can deliver, say, $100 million or 
more, they likely are of great interest.

Point of View

You have assessed the customer’s financial performance from 
the buyer’s perspective and now it’s time to develop a point of 
view. The point of view includes:

•	 Assessment of the customer’s overall performance and 
those areas most relevant to the buyer

•	 How your solutions align the buyer’s initiatives and 
areas of financial focus
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In this application, your assessment of the customer’s over-
all performance is that it is deteriorating and in dire need of 
improvement. Marketing is most focused on revenue growth, 
which is declining over time and most times underperforming 
its peers and industry. Time is of the essence. Investors almost 
always punish the stock value of companies performing like your 
customer and change in senior management happens quite often.

You believe your solutions can help. They have helped 
others in retail with similar marketing and financial goals.

Step 6: Making Observations Part of the Dialog

Now it’s time to tie all that you know about the customer together. 
The dialog with Marketing could look something like this:

“My understanding is that one of your company’s key goals 
is to increase revenue growth by pursuing the market-
ing-focused initiatives offering a best-in-class rewards 
program, driving deeper customer engagement, and 
delivering personalized experiences. Are you still pursu-
ing these goals?”

The answer is yes.

“These make sense since I notice your revenue growth has 
declined over time and on average lower than your peers 
and industry.”

Notice that you did not provide specific numbers. You don’t 
need to. You just need to refer to trends and relative perfor-
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mance. The buyer will likely be surprised you know this. Most 
sellers don’t.

“I’d like to share with you how our solutions have helped 
others in retail implement initiatives similar to yours.”

Now tell them something they may not know such as the 
need to address siloed data sources or even that with state-of-
the-art technology it won’t be very effective if there is a skill 
gap that needs to be addressed.

Next, share the Power of One and identify the buyer’s goal 
for growth in revenue. What is also very powerful is if you can 
share with the buyer by how much revenue has increased at 
your other customers that have purchased your solutions. You 
would need to make clear that this is not a promise to do the 
same for the buyer’s company.

SUMMARY

Developing insights into a customer’s financial performance is 
essential since managing this performance is one of executives’ 
most important responsibilities. Financial insights empower 
you to communicate with buyers the way they communicate 
with each other. This skill helps you identify potential areas of 
opportunity too. We referenced the Power of One, which shows 
the financial benefits of improving an area of performance by 
1 percent. We explore this in more detail in Chapter 5 since it 
is a powerful tool for identifying where your solutions add the 
greatest financial benefits.
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FINANCIAL INSIGHTS BEST PRACTICES

Top executives make decisions for one primary reason: to 
drive business results. That’s the bottom line. This is why the 
more you link financial insights to your proposed solution, 
the more effective a seller you’ll be. Insight-Led Selling best 
practices will help you get there.

•	 For your customer, nearly every goal, strategy, initia-
tive, and project is driven by a need to perform finan-
cially. Always include high-level financial observations 
in your initial sales pitch.

•	 Know their financial performance, but don’t criticize 
it or narrate all the details to them. You are not their 
company’s CFO or even a financial expert, and they 
already know their numbers better than you do.

•	 Instead, focus on just one key financial pain point or 
opportunity area where your solution can create real 
financial impact.

•	 Give the buyer a reasonable, conservative estimate 
of the potential impact of your solution, and do not 
exaggerate. 

•	 Tell them where your solution has worked and the 
range of improvement or results that you’ve seen with 
other customers.
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THE POWER OF ONE

“If you really don’t want me to buy your solution, then just 
show up with a deck of thirty slides and try to walk me 
through it. I will either ask you to leave, or I’ll catch up on 
my sleep. I will not buy anything.

“Get to the point. Tell me what I need to know. And do it 
without a slideshow.”

—KEN MAY, former CEO, Top Golf, and former COO,  

Krispy Kreme Doughnuts

Buyers really only care about your solution’s business 
outcomes; no matter how great your features are, buyers want 
to know how your solution will improve the performance of 
their business. Since business performance relies heavily on 
financial performance, you must clearly demonstrate your 
solution’s financial impact, and you should have that conver-
sation as soon as possible.

The problem is, early in the sales cycle, you don’t know if 
you can even help them. Without more information and valida-
tion from the client, you can’t say, for example, you’ll improve 
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profits by 1 percent or 10 percent by improving revenue or 
lowering expenses. This is where the Power of One can help.

What exactly is the Power of One? The Power of One is 
the financial benefit from a 1 percent improvement in Areas of 
Financial Performance or Operational KPIs that are relevant 
to business units improved by your solutions. For example, 
say you are talking to Marketing, which we know focuses on 
the area of financial performance revenue growth and Opera-
tional KPIs such as customer churn. We’ll get into more details 
on the subject later in this chapter, but suppose, in this exam-
ple, the Power of One is $10 million for revenue growth and $2 
million for customer retention. We have heard from hundreds 
of sales professionals that the Power of One is a great conver-
sation starter.

Putting the Power of One to work offers powerful benefits:

1.	 Provides insights into the greatest areas of leverage for 
improving performance, which is very useful during 
account planning

2.	 Provides a financial focus to your conversation 
with buyers

3.	 Offers a way to uncover a buyer’s expected 
business outcomes

The Power of One also helps you communicate with buyers 
in their language, separates you from competitors, and builds 
credibility.

Just to be clear about the relationship between Areas of 
Financial Performance and Operational KPIs, Figure 5-1 shows 
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some of these relationships in the retail industry. Operational 
KPIs are how companies plan and measure performance. Your 
solutions deliver financial benefits by helping improve Opera-
tional KPIs. 

Figure 5-1. Examples of Relationship between Areas of Financial Per-
formance and Operational KPIs for Retail.
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We recommend using the Power of One during account 
planning to identify those KPIs that deliver the greatest bene-
fits. We also recommended using the Power of One in the early 
stages of the sales process.

A word of caution: Do not position the Power of One as 
a promise. It’s not a proposal or a business case. It is only a 
conversation starter. Nothing turns a buyer off faster than 
saying something like, “We can help you and are confident 
that we could help reduce your SG&A cost by at least 1 percent, 
which for your company would be at least $60 million.” Again, 
it’s simply a conversation starter that sets the cycle on a 
different tone.

By looking through the Power of One lens before you talk 
to the customer, you can identify what the buyer is most likely 
focused on. One of our senior sellers that came on board had 
worked for a company that extensively used Power of One to 
talk about the Operational KPIs their solutions could improve. 
Before meeting with the buyer, she’d go through their list of 
KPIs to find out which ones provided the biggest benefits. Then 
she’d ask her solution architect and brand sellers, “What can 
we do here?” Often, this helped her find new areas to explore 
with the customer.

HAVING THE CONVERSATION

How do you effectively fit the Power of One into your sales 
conversations? Figure 5-2 provides the framework for 
doing this.

Before you get to this point, you need to confirm the compa-
ny’s goals. You might say, for example, “My understanding is 



The Power of One

1 8 1

you’re trying to improve profitability,” or, “My understanding 
is you’re trying to improve Days in Inventory. Is that still on 
the table, or is it now less of a priority?”

If you’ve done your homework, they’ll often answer yes. 
Alternatively, they might indicate an emerging issue such as 
COVID has changed the focus, or the key player in a previous 
initiative has left the company, or they’ve already solved the 
problem. First, make sure your proposed target is still a goal.

As we discussed in Chapter 3, once you know the goal, you 
need to figure out which buyers align with that goal, as well as 
their associated strategies and Operational KPIs.

After you’re clear on those details, share your observations 
about how other companies have improved in the relevant 
areas. Ideally, tell the buyer something they don’t know. Then 
talk about how your solutions have helped others in the indus-
try with similar goals, strategies, and initiatives. The CFO at 
a major retailer would often ask sellers to tell him how their 
solution helped, then how much it helped. He wanted them to 
talk in nontechnical terms about how they could help him, and 
not get into “speeds and feeds.”

Once you’ve laid this groundwork, you’ll share the Power 
of One as a conversation starter with the aim of discovering the 
client’s detailed goals. As we will explore later in this chapter, 
the Power of One for Areas of Financial Performance is easily 
tailored to an individual customer since it’s based on their 
reported financial statements. The Power of One for Opera-
tional KPIs are typically based on industry averages but scaled 
to the size of the customer. This is because customers often 
do not report values of KPIs, say, for cross-sell/upsell, labor, 
IT spend, Capacity Utilization, and so on. As the sales cycle 
continues, customers will often share the values for their KPIs.
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Figure 5-2. How the Power of One Is Used in the Sales Cycle.
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As an example, using some industry-based values for IT 
as a percentage of revenue and applying it to the customer’s 
revenue size, you know that a 1 percent improvement is worth 
approximately $50 million. The customer has shared with you 
that this is somewhat close to what a 1 percent improvement 
would mean for them. They’ve also shared that they’re trying 
to reduce IT costs by 5 percent, which translates to a goal of 
$250 million. Knowing all this, you have to bring something 
big to the table to get their attention.

If you know the relative size of the customer’s goal and 
what a 1 percent improvement would mean in financial bene-
fits, then you can start hypothesizing about your impact. If 
you get on the same page about goals and numbers, you can 
start doing some planning regarding delivering that value, all 
the while asking whether what you’re suggesting works for 
the client.

We recommend picking two or, at most, three key areas to 
focus on that are of interest to the buyers and that your solu-
tions can potentially improve. You’re not trying to memorize 
a whole list of details and promise specific changes on every 
level. Rather, you’re syncing up your value and solutions rela-
tive to the buyer’s biggest priorities. If you try to take on too 
much, you’ll lose credibility. The point is to show you’ve done 
your homework and can conceptualize value on their scale 
in a way that’s relevant to their expected business outcomes, 
rather than haggling about price.

However, your solution might, in fact, touch all the metrics 
of a big, diverse company in some way. In that case, you want to 
open your aperture, figure out the two or three areas of largest 
impact, and then focus on those. Some sellers don’t really have 
a big-picture view of their customers. Once they start doing 
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this exercise, they realize what a giant impact they can have. 
From there, they can come up with a compelling, value-based 
account plan.

Whatever the details of your solution and industry, you’re 
aligning with the customer: identifying what’s important to 
them and finding the intersection between that focus and what 
your solution can do. Finally, quantify the potential impact.

“Internally, we use a concept like the Power of One. For 
example, we might apply a 1 percent increase in through-
put and look at the impact on cost and profit. So if a seller 
can show us a 1 percent improvement in throughput, we 
already know the financial benefits. Maybe they can show 
us other examples where a 1 percent difference is meaning-
ful to our financial performance and acknowledge we can 
extrapolate this into our business model. That approach 
can be a powerful conversation starter and an effective 
method for a seller to engage with a customer.”

—DAWN GARIBALDI, President, Amplify Strategy, and former 
Vice-President, Supply Chain, Fabric & Home Care–Asia, 

Procter & Gamble

POWER OF ONE:  
AREAS OF FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE

We first explore use of the Power of One for Areas of Financial 
Performance (e.g., revenue growth) and then how it applies 
to Operational KPIs such as customer churn and cross-sell/
upsell. The Power of One as it relates to Areas of Financial 
Performance for a goods and services company (e.g., retail, 
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manufacturing, oil and gas, transportation, and business 
services) includes, among others, items such as:

•	 Revenue Growth: 1 percent improvement in revenue

•	 Cost of Goods Sold and Selling, General and 
Administrative (SG&A): 1 percent of these expenses’ 
dollar value

•	 Days Sales Outstanding and Days in Inventory: 
One-day reduction in accounts receivable and inventory, 
respectively

•	 Fixed Asset Utilization: 1 percent increase utilization 
of fixed assets

For examples of how the Power of One applies to Areas 
of Financial Performance for banking and insurance, see the 
appendix at the end of this book.

Provides insights into the greatest areas of leverage 
for improving performance

The leverage points vary among industries. In pharmaceu-
ticals, for example, revenue growth will be one of the highest 
benefits, while Costs of Goods Sold will not. Figure 5-3 illus-
trates an example of the Power of One for the retail company 
discussed in Chapter 4:

See the appendix for how these values are calculated. For 
now, focus on how to use the Power of One and not so much on 
the calculations. We know from the goals and strategies shown 
in Chapter 4 that the company is focused on all of these areas of 
performance. The Power of One shows that the area with one of 
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the greatest benefits is Cost of Goods Sold. This would motivate 
you to think about ways that you could help the company better 
manage cost of goods even if your focus were, say, helping the 
company grow revenue or reduce SG&A. This often opens areas 
to explore further within your company and with the customer.

Figure 5-3. Examples of Financial Metric Power of One for Retail Customer.
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One of our customers provides world-class data and 
analytics solutions across a wide range of industries. In phar-
maceuticals, their solutions are primarily used in research and 
development. When R&D goes poorly, it can be a near-total 
loss, yet when it goes well, it’s a moneymaker, driving revenue 
and profits. This is a good thing since in this industry revenue 
growth has one of the highest Powers of One because of very 
high profit margins. But Fixed Asset Utilization also typically 
has a high Power of One due to the high cost of building bulk 
manufacturing facilities. Our customer did limited work with 
pharmaceutical manufacturing, but the Power of One inspired 
them to think of ways they could help improve performance. 
The pharmaceutical team talked to their colleagues in other 
manufacturing industries. The result was, the company devel-
oped manufacturing solutions based on experiences with 
other industries and customized for pharmaceutical, which 
are now promoted on their website.

INSIGHT-LED SELLING IN ACTION

Action: Apply financial metrics Power of One

Purpose: Identify Areas of Financial Performance where 
your solutions provide the greatest financial benefits

You can use the FinListics Power of One Value Calculator 
on www.InsightLedSelling.com, code INSIGHTSELLER, to 
complete this action.
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1.	 For the two to three Areas of Financial Perfor-
mance improved by your solutions, what is the 
Power of One?

2.	 Based on case studies, what percentage improvement 
might a customer receive from your solutions? What 
would be the financial benefit for your customer?

3.	 How would you use the Power of One in 
account planning?

4.	 How would you use the Power of One with the 
customer? How would it change your conversations 
with buyers?

Provides a financial focus to your conversation 
with buyers

The Power of One is an effective way to separate your-
self from the competition by adding a financial focus to your 
conversation. We know from Chapter 4 that one of the retailer’s 
goals is to expand profitability by better managing inventory.

Experience shows that closing significant performance 
gaps takes much time and change. The Power of One is useful 
because it shows the value of incremental change while laying 
the groundwork for more-extensive change.

Let’s say you provide Distribution and Logistics solu-
tions that help better manage Days in Inventory by improv-
ing inventory visibility. The company has better insights as 
to where inventory is located—for example, in stores, distri-
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bution centers, in transit, and so forth. You are talking to the 
VP of Distribution and Logistics. In your conversation, you 
might say that it’s your understanding that one of the compa-
ny’s goals is to expand profit margin by better managing inven-
tory. You ask if that’s still a top priority, and the VP responds 
yes. You ask questions about the business unit’s initiatives 
such as improving inventory visibility: how they are proceed-
ing and the challenges. You then share that you understand 
why there’s a focus on better managing inventory since your 
research shows that profitability has been declining and Days 
in Inventory has trended upward. At this point, expect the 
VP to be surprised that you even know this since most sellers 
don’t talk this way. You then share your company’s experience 
with helping lower Days in Inventory. Next, you tell the VP 
that you have determined that each one-day reduction in Days 
in Inventory would lower the investment in inventory by $30 
million. You ask whether the number sounds about right. The 
most common response is, “It’s pretty close,” and it should be 
since it is based on the customer’s published financials.

Offers a way to uncover a buyer’s goal for expected 
financial benefits

The Power of One also helps you discover a client’s goal for 
financial improvement. A lot of companies will provide high-
level financial goals such as reduce operating expenses by 
$500 million or grow revenue by an additional 5 percent, but 
they leave out details on specifics. Some goals are more finan-
cially focused than others, but there are always a lot of hidden 
details behind them. 

Let’s apply the Power of One to uncover the buyer’s goal 
with the VP of Distribution and Logistics.

You have shared that the Power of One for Days in Inven-
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tory is $30 million. The next question to ask is, “What’s the 
goal for improvement?” You likely have earned the right to ask 
this question since you have built credibility by knowing the 
company’s goals; sharing how your company has helped other 
companies in the same industry; made observations regard-
ing the company’s financial performance; and introduced the 
Power of One. 

Let’s say the response is, “Five days.” What they just shared 
with you is that the goal is to reduce the investment in inven-
tory by $150 million, which is the $30 million times five (days).

With this knowledge, you can now assess the relative 
importance of your solutions. If your solution can provide, say, 
25 percent or more of the $150 million goal, you likely have 
the VP’s attention. If your solution can deliver $5 million, it 
will probably be of interest to someone who works for the VP 
of Distribution and Logistics, but the VP likely would not be 
directly involved.

“I have a couple of words of advice for sellers. First, make 
things simpler, easier, less complex, and less ambiguous. 
Trying to operate in a world of ambiguity is frustrating. 
As a buyer, I appreciate straightforwardness and clarity. 
Nothing fancy—just crisp, clean, and simple.

“Second, don’t make suggestions to me and expect me 
to do the homework. You do the homework. I have my own 
homework. You’re just one supplier, and I’ve got many 
suppliers. I have a boss, and employees, and customers too. 
Don’t add to my workload—make my job easier.”

—DEAN Z. MYERS, President, DZM Consulting, and former VP,  
Global Supply Chain, Operations and Business Development,  

The Coca-Cola Company. DeanZMyersConsulting.com
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HOW TO USE THE POWER OF ONE:  
OPERATIONAL KPIS

Applying the Power of One to Operational KPIs allows you to 
get more specific for individual buyers and tailor your message, 
as we discussed in Chapter 3. The process is like that for Areas 
of Financial Performance with the same benefits: offers 
insights on areas with the greatest leverage, provides a finan-
cial focus when engaging with buyers, and helps uncover goals.

To demonstrate applying the Power of One for Operational 
KPIs, we’ll build on the earlier retailer example, just as we did 
for the Areas of Financial Performance. In this example, you’re 
talking to the chief marketing officer (CMO). You sell solutions 
that provide deeper customer insights. From Chapter 4, you 
know that one of the goals is to grow revenue, especially digi-
tal sales, by implementing initiatives such as enhancing omni-
channel capabilities and social platform engagements. Like we 
said earlier, most companies do not publish Operational KPIs’ 
values, so you will need to start with industry averages. To find 
the numbers for a particular industry, look to trade publica-
tions and online searches.

The CMO has shared with you that three of the Opera-
tional KPIs they are focused on are customer retention, cross-
sell/upsell, and new customers. You have shared with the 
CMO how your solution, by providing more in-depth customer 
insights, has helped other retailers increase all three of these 
KPIs. It’s too early in the sales cycle to know if your solution 
will benefit the CMO’s company like they have other compa-
nies, and you do not know the company’s customer retention, 
cross-sell/upsell, and new customers rates since these are not 
publicly available. This is a perfect opportunity to apply the 
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Power of One using industry averages for these KPIs and scal-
ing the benefits to the CMO’s company’s revenue size.

The CMO is primarily focused on revenue. The profit from 
revenue is also important, but for this example we will focus 
only on revenue without going into the details, which are 
described in the appendix. Figure 5-4 shows the annual reve-
nue benefits using the retail industry averages.

Figure 5-4. Examples of Revenue Operational KPIs for Retail.
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How will you use this information? A suggestion is that 
during your conversation, as you are explaining how your 
solution helps improve both of these metrics, you would say 
something like, “Using some industry averages, a 1 percent 
improvement in customer retention would add $14 million 
in annual revenue, $18 million for cross-sell/upsell, and $20 
million for new customers for a company with your revenue.” 
Be very careful not to make this sound like a promise. At this 
stage, you probably don’t know what you can deliver. Use the 
industry-based Power of One to help align your conversation 
with what the CMO is focused on from a financial perspective. 
By doing this, you are separating yourself from the competi-
tion. Remember that most senior buyers think sellers don’t 
understand their business. Using the Power of One, you are 
showing an attempt to know their business.

Next, ask the CMO how the industry-based Power of One 
compares to their internal analysis. Most companies conduct 
some form of Power of One internally. You are not trying to 
tell the CMO what these numbers should be but are using your 
industry-based figures as a conversation starter. Just like for 
the Areas of Financial Performance, a very common response 
is, “Your estimates are higher or lower but good enough for 
discussion purposes.”

Now it’s time to uncover the CMO’s goals for customer 
retention and cross-sell/upsell, which almost never are made 
available in the public domain. You can ask what the goal 
is for additional revenue for each of the KPIs. Suppose the 
CMO says the goal is a 10 percent improvement for each KPI. 
Using the industry-based Power of One, you know the annual 
revenue goal for customer churn is $140 million, which is $14 
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million for 1 percent times ten; for cross-sell/upsell, $180 
million, which is $18 million times ten; and $200 million for 
new customers, which is $20 million for 1 percent times ten. 
These are not the CMO’s actual goals, but they do provide a 
pretty good idea of the size of benefits the CMO is looking for, 
which helps you know the magnitude of the financial benefits 
your solution needs to deliver to get the CMO’s attention.

Experience shows that once you have gained executives’ 
confidence, they will share the real numbers with you. But 
until you have the real numbers, the Power of One—along with 
a good story about how your solution improves performance—
is a proven way to get to better understand the buyer’s busi-
ness and build confidence.

INSIGHT-LED SELLING IN ACTION

Action: Applying Operational KPIs Power of One

Purpose: Show the financial benefits from your solutions’ 
improvement in Operational KPIs

Visit the Chapter 5 section of the appendix at the end of 
this book for more details on how the Power of One is calcu-
lated. Then use the FinListics Power of One Value Calcula-
tor on www.InsightLedSelling.com to complete this action. 
It contains cross-industry values for select Operational KPIs 
that you can apply to your customer as a starting point to 
measure the value of your solutions’ financial benefits and 
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have a better conversation with executive buyers. Use the 
code INSIGHTSELLER to access the site.

1.	 Select two to three Operational KPIs improved by 
your solutions. What is the Power of One?

2.	 Based on case studies, what percentage improvement 
for these Operational KPIs might a customer receive 
from your solutions? What would be the financial 
benefit for your customer?

3.	 How would you use the Operational KPI Power of 
One in account planning?

4.	 How would you use the Operational KPI Power of 
One with the customer? How would it change your 
conversations with buyers?

SUMMARY

Despite all the information available on public companies, your 
knowledge of their financials is still not complete and does not 
compare with that of executive buyers, especially during your 
initial conversations with them. However, you need to commu-
nicate the potential financial impact of your solution, and the 
Power of One allows you to do that without risking inaccurate 
assumptions. It empowers you to broach the subject of finan-
cial performance and let the buyer know that you are aware of 
the importance of financials on their buying decisions without 
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judging their performance or sounding like a know-it-all. The 
high-level approach of the Power of One opens up the possi-
bilities of discovering what’s important to the buyer without 
prematurely zeroing in on what is not. It will get your execu-
tive buyer’s attention and open up the conversation, position-
ing you for a deeper dive into the impact of your solution on 
their financial metrics.

POWER OF ONE BEST PRACTICES

The Power of One is a strong tool for getting an exec-
utive’s attention and increasing interest in your solution. 
It links the potential financial impact of your proposition 
to your solution, helping the executive visualize financial 
possibilities. Because your competition rarely sells in this 
way, especially early in the sales cycle, this becomes a key 
competitive advantage for you. Follow Insight-Led Selling 
best practices and put the Power of One to work on your 
sales calls.

•	 Use the Power of One to start your high- level finan-
cial conversation early in the sales process.

•	 Help your customer envision the financial potential of 
your proposition without getting specific about their 
financials—keep the Power of One conversation high 
level and conceptual.
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•	 Be conservative and realistic in your Power of One 
estimate, and never exaggerate or make promises.

•	 Don’t expect the Power of One to make the sale for 
you or to drive an on-the-spot decision from the buyer. 
Instead, use it as a tool to differentiate yourself from 
the competition and help your buyer understand that 
your proposition has real, legitimate capacity in a key 
financial area, which could encourage them to priori-
tize it over other purchases.





1 9 9

6

FROM VALUE  

PROPOSITION TO  

BUSINESS CASE

“When it comes to business cases, I need to know the cost of 
the solution versus the cost of the competitor’s solution. And 
I need the total cost—the embedded cost of my processes and 
the vendor’s processes to support it, plus the ongoing costs.

“Then I need to know how that vendor plans to support 
the solution after they’ve made their money and moved on 
to the President’s Club. When I’m meeting with the vendor’s 
team, I want to know who’s going to stick by me from a 
support standpoint. I flat-out ask, ‘When all is said and 
done, who’s going to be left—which one of you am I going to 
fire if this solution doesn’t work?’ That’s an uncomfortable 
question for them to hear, but someone eventually raises 
their hand. I want that person’s phone number because I 
am not spending money on a solution and calling a 1-800 
number when there’s a problem.”

—KEN MAY, former CEO, Top Golf, and former COO,  
Krispy Kreme Doughnuts
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VALUE PROPOSITION

THE VALUE PROPOSITION IS THE way that you talk about 
what your solution will deliver. It’s a statement that 
includes the highlights of the investment. Think about 
the value proposition as the conversation side to the 
business case—“in person” rather than “on paper.”

BUSINESS CASE

THE BUSINESS CASE IS THE culmination of all of your 
research, discovery, and confirmation with the customer 
about the solution and the value it provides. The busi-
ness case includes both qualitative and quantitative 
elements and is the “on paper,” more detailed version 
of the value proposition.

We were working with a data and analytics company. All 
they wanted to talk about was how many forecasts their tech-
nology could generate a minute and other seemingly impres-
sive features. However, they didn’t consider why their client, a 
retailer, would even invest in forecasting. The retailer wanted 
to have fewer stock outs and have a greater sell-through rate 
on what they did buy in order to avoid making a bunch of mark-
downs. They didn’t care about or have any need for 10,000 
forecasts. The key question was, how will this solution help 
improve revenue? The team missed the mark because they 
answered the wrong question. What happened?
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The team did, in fact, have a great product, but they missed 
the point. They weren’t attaching their solution to any kind of 
business outcomes at all.

Sellers have a tendency to get so enamored with their stuff 
that they lose sight of the goal and the bigger picture. When 
you buy a house, you buy a whole house. When you buy a car, 
you buy a whole car. You don’t buy each individual nail on 
each individual board, or each individual bolt and piston. The 
value lies in the whole, but too often, sellers just talk about 
the pieces.

“Make the value proposition crystal clear. Don’t make it 
hard for me to figure out why your solution is worth my time. 

“I love one-pagers. I’m much more impressed with a 
one-page business case than a 100-slide PowerPoint deck. 
Summarize everything I need to know on a page and show 
me that you know what you’re talking about. Put every-
thing else in the appendix.”

—STEVE CLANCEY, CIO, Georgia Pacific

The benefits of consistently creating more impactful value 
propositions and business cases are that the process:

•	 Makes it easier for you to prioritize the benefits of your 
solution to align with the buyer’s most critical expected 
business outcomes

•	 Helps you crystallize your thoughts

•	 Makes it clearer for the customer to understand
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HOW MUCH DO BUYERS  
WANT TO KNOW?

SELLERS LIKE TO SELL VALUE, but they don’t always know 
whether that value is realized by the customer. A few 
years ago, we participated in a round table discussion 
on Value Selling, which was attended by many of the 
top technology companies. One of the topics was how 
much to include in a business case.

The consensus was, for 25 percent of their purchases, 
buyers wanted only a vision. At the time, there was a 
big push for digital transformation, so they just wanted 
some insight on digital transformation: how to do it, 
how much it cost, and the potential business outcomes. 
The same is true for AI: It sounds great, but so what? 
What am I going to do with it and how does that align 
with my strategy and further my goals?

For the majority of purchases—the consensus was 50 
percent—companies wanted to know, from a high-level 
standpoint, the business fit, cash flows, and Return on 
Investment. They want to know how a solution aligns 
with their goals and strategies, the range of benefits 
that other companies have experienced, and a “back 
of the envelope” calculation on what they can expect. 
Think “business case lite.”

For the remaining 25 percent of purchases, buyers 
wanted a full-blown business case. The lesson here is 
to consider the size and extent of the purchase when 
building your case.
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Another lesson we learned, and this should go 
without saying, is to be 100 percent honest with your 
calculations. Buyers are naturally suspicious of finan-
cial benefits proposed by salespeople, and if you bring 
some outrageous claim to them, you lose all credibil-
ity. Be reasonable in your estimates and don’t overstate 
what your solution can do.

Buyers don’t want to hear about every line of code in your 
software; they want to know how you’ll solve their problems 
and allow them to achieve their goals. That’s where an effective 
value proposition comes in to connect what you’re selling have 
to what they need.

More than likely, your company has a framework that you 
use for building value propositions and business cases, and 
that’s fine. Standardized templates are useful, but we encour-
age you to review this chapter to see whether we can show you 
some elements that we’ve developed over decades of working 
with some of the world’s largest companies, which we believe 
will make your value propositions and business cases simpler 
and more effective.

The goal here is to explain your solution in the context of 
what your customer needs to accomplish in a way that reso-
nates positively for them—in a simple, clear way. Tie what you 
have to a business outcome the customer aims to achieve by 
describing exactly what you can do to help them and what 
some of the potential financial benefits to their business would 
be. You’re providing high-level insights in a value proposition, 
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not in-depth business analysis and financial analysis. The 
value proposition is a high-level, scaled-back version of the 
business case—essentially, it’s the conversation that, done well, 
leads to the formal business case. We think about the value 
proposition as the “in person” action and the business case as 
the “on paper” deliverable.

Such value propositions are essential. Without them, you 
fail to speak in a language the customer understands. Value is 
in the eye of the customer. You might think you have the great-
est product in the world, but if they don’t understand how your 
solution fits into the context of their needs, you don’t have a 
sale. Customers who don’t see the value don’t buy.

Crafting an effective value proposition requires figuring 
out what your customer’s really focused on. You have to cut 
through the noise and catch their attention with a solution to 
their most pressing goals and problems, not some tangential 
possible benefit. Be proactive and direct in addressing their 
pain point. Customers are extremely busy and distracted. 
You’re thinking about them much more than they ever think 
about you. Hand them the solution on a platter, simply and 
clearly. We can’t stress “keep it simple” enough. When you’re 
working on a complex opportunity, it’s a challenge to craft a 
concise, simple value proposition that every stakeholder can 
understand. We’ll show you a simple format that checks the 
boxes to help you put together an effective value proposition. 

The big picture for you and the buyer is where your solu-
tion fits into the overall desired business outcome and the 
value you bring by solving the problem, instead of the cost of 
ownership. In absence of that context, they may simply view 
your solution as a commodity. Once they view your solution 



From Value Proposition to Business Case  

2 0 5

as a commodity, they’ll focus on getting the cheapest price 
possible. It’s a race to the bottom. The more concretely you 
communicate the value of your solution, the less likely they 
will be to expect deep discounts. To put it another way, if the 
customer’s procurement department is asking you to knock 
$100,000 off the price and you know your solution is going to 
be worth $20 million to the customer, you’ll be less inclined 
to give them that sizable discount and the stakeholders will 
understand why. You might give them something off, but you 
have to highlight the $20 million and get them to see that 
trying to save $100,000 on a solution that valuable doesn’t 
really make sense.

ELEMENTS OF A VALUE PROPOSITION

In developing an effective value proposition, there are four 
areas that need addressing, as shown in Figure 6-1:

•	 The business problem 

•	 How your solution addresses the problem 

•	 The benefits of making the change now 

•	 Qualifications/experience

To help you create a high-impact value proposition, visit 
www.InsightLedSelling.com and enter the code INSIGHTSELLER 
for a FinListics value proposition template.
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It takes work to build a good narrative around each of 
these, but once you’ve done the heavy lifting, it is simple to 
plug your insights into this format. Let’s dive into each of these 
four areas.

The Business Problem

This is the headline for the value proposition. You’ve done 
your homework with the customer to identify which strat-
egies and initiatives they’re building to achieve the broader 
company goal. Remember from Chapter 3 that a business 
problem is not a point solution or technology statement—it’s 

Figure 6-1. Elements to Include in Creating a Value Proposition.
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a means to make the goal. Start with the goal and work your 
way down to the project so the stakeholders can understand 
how you’re defining the problem.

How Your Solution Addresses the Problem

This is the part where you identify the solution at a high level 
so the stakeholders know what they’re investing in. This is not 
a deep dive into your solution, so keep the technical details to 
a minimum. The most important thing to address here is the 
how—the means by which your solution will address the prob-
lem and achieve the goal.

The Benefits of Making the Change Now

Focus on the potential business outcomes. Keep it high level 
but talk about the business benefits—for example, increased 
customer loyalty—and financial benefits—for example, higher 
customer retention and cross-sell/upsell. Save the details for 
the business case, which we’ll discuss in a few pages, but bring 
the potential headline benefits.

Qualifications/Experience

As a seller, in demonstrating your qualifications and experience, 
you would explain how you’ve helped others in their industry 
achieve positive results by improving, for example, customer 
retention by 20–30 percent, increasing cross-sell and upsell 
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by 10–20 percent, or allowing them to run 10 percent more 
campaigns on the same budget. Keep your estimates genuinely 
conservative rather than based on wishful thinking. In most 
cases, your customer does not want to be the first to imple-
ment. Going heavy on references and qualifications estab-
lishes credibility because it shows you’ve “been there, done 
that” and have the experience to guide your customer through 
a successful rollout. Worth noting is one thing not to do and 
that’s to disparage your competitors. This erodes credibility 
and sets an unnecessary negative tone.

INSIGHT-LED SELLING IN ACTION

Action: Create a value proposition

Purpose: Create a more customer-focused value proposition

You can use the FinListics “Create a Value Proposition” 
template on www.InsightLedSelling.com to complete this 
exercise. Use the code INSIGHTSELLER to access the site.

1.	 Create a value proposition using the FinListics “Create 
a Value Proposition” template.

2.	 How does this value proposition compare to those 
that you currently create?

3.	 How will this value proposition allow you interact 
differently with your customers?
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This is where we ask you to try something new, especially 
as it pertains to creating your value proposition. We call the 
value proposition the “in person” conversation to keep your 
deal’s momentum. You did the work to find the information 
to support the four pillars of the value proposition, but how 
do you bring it to life? The good old role play. Listen, we know 
that role plays feel awkward and uncomfortable, but they are 
critical to practicing and honing your value proposition. In 
our workshops where we role-play with sellers, it is always 
difficult for them at first—they feel put on the spot, they often 
have a hard time articulating what they put on paper, and they 
don’t want to look bad in front of their peers and managers. 
After the first role play with coaching, though, they ease into 
delivering their value proposition with the highest executives 
and are excited to take it to the field. But you don’t need a 
workshop to role-play. Ask one of your colleagues. Ask your 
manager. They will be happy to help. And if for some reason 
you can’t do that, then practice in the mirror. Record your-
self to hear how you sound and to evaluate how compelling 
and clear your value proposition sounds. Role playing builds 
confidence, plain and simple. Try it!

BUILD A BETTER BUSINESS CASE

Your customer builds business cases internally to prove to 
themselves and their leadership that a purchase makes sense 
for the business. You can help them decide on your solution 
by doing the legwork for them. They’ll want to know the busi-
ness outcomes, total cost, and what they’ll achieve in return 
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for their investment. They want to be fully informed. Even 
customers who have an approved budget want to be prepared 
to answer questions about their purchase.

To help you build a better business case, visit www.
InsightLedSelling.com and enter the code INSIGHTSELLER 
for a FinListics business case template.

First, we showed you how to craft an effective value prop-
osition; now we’ll look at the components of a business case, 
which includes the details behind your value proposition. 
We’re going to share with you a proven methodology that we’ve 
developed and used for many years with both buyers and sell-
ers, comprising a five-step process to building a better busi-
ness case. This process includes factors considered in both a 
risk analysis, such as business fit and critical success factors, 
and those in a quantitative analysis, such as the financial bene-
fits to the customer and how closely those benefits align with 
the customer’s expectations.

Business cases can be all over the map. Some companies 
have a standardized format or template, while others’ busi-
ness cases vary between lines of business and buyers within 
the same company. Our “tried and true” format is derived 
from many years of building hundreds of business cases for 
the seller and working with companies to build them from the 
buyer’s side as well.

“A VP of finance or a CFO looks at a value proposition or 
business case differently than a VP of supply chain. A seller 
should understand the various lines of business, their goals, 
strategies, and initiatives, and tailor the message accord-
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ingly. With large deals, there are going to be many stake-
holders, so this is a rule rather than an exception.”

—TOM SCHMITT, Chairman, President, and CEO,  
Forward Air Corp.

Depending on the individual you’re working with, some 
buyers tend to give more credence to business cases than others. 
For example, finance people will likely be skeptical and apt to 
question the numbers regardless of your due diligence. Exec-
utives from other business units may, on the other hand, be 
delighted with a business case that saves them time and helps 
them to socialize the idea. Whatever your buyer’s attitude toward 
business cases, don’t let that stop you from learning the basic 
methodology presented in this chapter. Even if you don’t plan to 
prepare a formal business case, understanding the methodology 
will help you get a better handle on your buyer’s thoughts, prior-
ities, and expectations and will assist your conversations as you 
work through the details of a potential deal.

The buyer is always comparing your solution to the compe-
tition. Think about how much more powerful your proposal 
looks when you provide the “how and how much,” which are 
typically unknowns with the competition because the compe-
tition doesn’t frame their solution this way. Granted, the buyer 
has their own internal process to measure benefits, but you 
can guide them to the numbers that you deliver on and save 
them some effort. Helping them understand both the qualita-
tive and quantitative value and the “how and how much” can 
accelerate the deal. 
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IF YOU’RE LOOKING TOO HARD,  
YOU’RE ON THE WRONG PATH

A SOLUTION CONSULTANT WE WORKED with was inter-
nally engaged with a company, helping them make the 
right buying decision around a particular solution. At 
first glance, the solution looked good, but knowing the 
expectations of the CMO and CFO, we encouraged 
them to dig deeper before recommending it. Upon 
further inspection, the consultants realized the numbers 
the solution delivered weren’t going to be high enough 
to impress those executive buyers.

Regardless, they kept working on the business case, 
making assumptions around the fully loaded cost versus 
incremental cost and asking themselves whether, if they 
were the buyer, they’d be willing to pay more for the 
solution. With some considerable massaging, they were 
showing excellent return and Payback. Just as the team 
was getting excited about the prospects of the deal, we 
asked them, “Hold on, folks. You know what’s really bad 
about building business cases? You start believing your 
own bullshit.”

Even though they weren’t actually making anything 
up, they were looking too hard for the answers. They 
agreed that they needed to back up and could not move 
forward with the case.

If you find yourself making too many assumptions 
or stretching to make a connection between your solu-
tion and the buyer’s expected business outcome, you’re 
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probably going down the wrong path. As our example 
shows, it’s not only sellers that do this—even buyers 
themselves, and their consultants, are prone to making 
assumptions in order to make a solution “fit.”

When in doubt, err on the side of underexpecting, 
underpromising, and overdelivering. Even when you 
consider that most buyers seldom revisit their original 
expectations to see if the actual value realized as what 
was originally promised, there is no reason to abandon 
due diligence. Don’t embellish the facts. Don’t intro-
duce unlikely scenarios or make questionable assump-
tions. And whether you’re building a business case for a 
customer or evaluating one for an internal client, never 
believe anyone’s bullshit—including your own.

Some form of a business case is useful in any deal. The case 
for a $100,000 deal will not be as detailed as those for multimil-
lion-dollar deals, but in every case, you need to show the buyer 
your solution’s business outcomes and present a compelling 
reason for them to act. The question is, how much do you want 
to participate in this process? There is a danger in providing 
too much information or overengineering the business case to 
the point that it’s not useful. Your customer knows what they 
need, and giving them more than that is a distraction. You need 
to walk the fine line between not enough and too much. They 
don’t want to see an overly technical, overwhelming case full 
of spreadsheets and pivot tables. That is not going to resonate. 
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Make yours high level, take into account all the assumptions 
you’ve learned from previous conversations, and focus on the 
business outcomes the client expects. They are still going to do 
their own homework and prepare their own case, but you can 
make their work easier.

Not all buyers expect you to prepare a business case, but if 
you do it right, they will appreciate the work. You need to find 
the “headlines” to get their attention and be relevant to them.

Figure 6-2 shows the five steps to building a business case. 
Let’s explore each step in detail.

Figure 6-2. Elements to Include in Building a Business Case.
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Executive Summary

The executive summary describes the specific areas for 
improvement. This could include the supply chain, manufac-
turing, marketing, or sales, for example, or a combination of 
these lines of business. Tie the solution, as it relates to those 
functions, to their initiatives that are supporting strategies 
and overall company goals of the project.

The executive summary also includes a summary of find-
ings. Say you’re focused on a customer’s sales organization. 
Based on your research, you might discover that the custom-
er’s sales team’s close rate is 20 percent, while the industry 
average is 30 percent. Your summary of findings might include 
that information, along with the cause for the discrepancy, 
your proposed solution, and finally, how improving the close 
rate to 30 percent will impact the sales department’s metrics 
and goals.

The executive summary also includes a summary of the 
assessment of the project’s risks as well as financial benefits.

Bear in mind that executives are busy. They may not read 
the entire business case; in fact, many of them will only read 
the executive summary, so you have to hit them with the facts 
of how your solution will impact their business early in the 
conversation and the presentation. They are not interested in 
cliffhangers, but if you tell them where you’re going from the 
start, they will hang in there to find out how you get there. One 
of the executives we interviewed said ideally the executive 
summary is on one page. Now, that’s being clear and getting to 
the point!

Next, the project overview describes the problem and 
what you are proposing in more detail. Again, clearly articu-
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late the problem your solution addresses in terms the buyer 
understands before you jump into the numbers. Tie it to the 
company’s strategies and goals. Explain how you researched 
the problem and came up with the solution. For example, the 
company might have a goal of improving overall profitabil-
ity to generate cash to reinvest in the business. They believe 
they have an opportunity to do that by improving operational 
efficiencies. So your project overview focuses on the problem 
of operational efficiencies, and your methodology includes 
talking to people within the individual plants, stores, or depart-
ments to understand how they currently do their jobs. The 
methodology can’t be limited to a small group of constituents; 
it should be a well-rounded, multiperspective investigation to 
provide a true picture of the company’s current situation.

This section also includes what we like to call “How does 
it work?” You have to tell the buyer how your solution works. 
Without getting into the technology weeds, explain how the 
solution does what it does. Your customer, for example, has a 
goal of growing revenue. As a part of this, the CMO wants to 
have greater customer insights to deliver more personalized 
offerings. Some of the challenges are siloed databases and 
lack of digital marketing experience. They couldn’t imple-
ment a solution to garner greater customer insights without 
first reconciling those issues. You would explain in a nontech-
nical way how your proposed solution will resolve the issue 
of siloed databases. And it also includes services to support 
the digital marketing and analytics, as well as the knowledge 
transfer to support both the technology side with the new 
data platform, the new marketing software, and the processes 
to support digital marketing.
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Skip the technology and tell the story. Sellers usually do a 
poor job with this. They’re in love with their solution and can’t 
wait to talk about it. Your customer does not care, especially if 
they’re not in a technical role.

We also recommend that you include in this section a 
discussion of intangibles and alternatives. Intangibles are 
benefits that are difficult or impossible to quantify. If a solu-
tion increases agility, for example, what does that mean? We 
know what agility means, but does it equate to faster time to 
market? Or something else? Other intangibles include good-
will and social responsibility, which impact branding. Unless 
there are measurable benefits, don’t attach a specific value to 
intangibles. You might be able to show leading indicators, but 
with no direct connection to financial benefit, don’t pretend 
one exists. Instead, figure out how to tell a compelling story 
around the soft value without assigning a cost reduction or 
revenue increase. Intangibles are important. Don’t build your 
business case around them, but keep in mind that buyers do 
want to know what they are.

Alternatives are basically other solutions. Buying execu-
tives are thinking about alternatives even if you aren’t. Doing 
nothing is almost always an alternative. No business is likely 
going to go out of business if they don’t buy your solution. Be 
sure to always talk about the do-nothing alternative and the 
consequences of doing nothing and other practical solutions. 
Know what the competition’s doing and proactively address 
why your solution is a better fit. This doesn’t mean bash your 
competitors—be aware of them and know the differences 
between their products and your solution.
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Risk Assessment

“Whenever a seller is telling me about all the benefits 
of their solution, I’m already thinking, ‘This all sounds 
great. Now put it in realistic terms. What could prevent 
your solution from being successful?’ I want to know 
the risks. 

“For example, a solution is only as good as the imple-
mentation and the execution. I want to know what the 
seller has seen that has caused either one of those to be 
done poorly, and I want to understand the consequences.

“When they give me that information, I don’t trust 
a seller who always puts the blame on the customer; 
sometimes it’s the seller’s fault, and I want to know what 
happened and what they learned from the experience.”

—CANDY CONWAY, former VP,  

Global Operations, AT&T

Assessing the project’s risk is one of the most important 
parts of a business case. Yet, our experience is that it is often 
poorly done. There are several sources of risk. Some are inter-
nal, which we will review, and others are external such as those 
explored in Chapter 2, which were operational, customer, and 
economic risks.

The information you provide in the risk assessment earns 
you the right to discuss the financial benefits. For example, if 
your solution does not align with at least one of the customer’s 
goals, the financial benefits are not relevant.

When we ask sellers, “When you hear the phrase ‘business 
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case,’ what’s the first thing that comes to mind?,” the most 
common responses are things such as Return on Investment, 
Payback, and financial justification. These are all important, 
and without them, a project is not likely to get funded. But the 
assessment of risk is also very important. We have built many 
business cases, and our thoughts are that the risk assessment 
is just as important as the financial benefits.

To help with the risk assessment, Figure 6-3 includes 
a list of common project critical success factors. Critical 
success factors are factors that must go well for a project to 
be a successful part of the overall risk. Identify the risks and 
address any potential area of failure. The short version of this 
is to do your homework and be prepared to answer these ques-
tions around each factor, illustrated in Figure 6-3:

1.	 Strategic business fit: Which goals and strategies 
does your solution support?

2.	 Organizational support: Is the project a high enough 
priority for enough of the key stakeholders to get 
behind, or is it simply a “nice to have”?

3.	 Financial support: Is the project supported enough 
that if the company were to not make its numbers or 
if another project came along, it would continue to 
be funded?

4.	 Project scope definition: Is the scope well defined? 
Have you identified sources of project creep, and if you 
have, how would that affect the timeline and cost?
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5.	 Complexity: Is the solution easy to understand and 
does everyone understand their responsibility in its 
implementation? How difficult is the implementation, 
and can it be broken into stages to make it 
less complex?

6.	 Technology: Does the buyer’s existing technology 
accommodate the solution easily? What changes may 
be required around software or infrastructure?

7.	 Change management: Is there a solid change 
management team in place to execute this piece? 
Poor change management is the number one reason 
implementations don’t work out. Some people’s jobs 
will change and how they’re measured will change. Has 
that information, and how exactly people fit into the 
project, been clearly communicated?

8.	 Project management: Do you have a well-defined 
project plan with milestones as well as a plan B to 
address slippage? What can you do to mitigate the 
risk of slippage? If the project takes longer than 
expected, what is the expected impact on the projected 
financial benefits?

Know the most common pitfalls to a successful business 
case so you can either avoid them or better understand why 
your business case didn’t land. Here are some we have seen 
over the years. These are in addition to improperly assess-
ing the risks associated with the critical success factors we 
reviewed earlier.



From Value Proposition to Business Case  

2 2 1

Figure 6-3. Examples of Critical Success Factors. 
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Pitfall #1: Unbelievable Returns 

Promising a client unbelievable, or even overstated, returns 
is a sure way to shoot yourself in the foot. It’s easy to get 
overly optimistic or make aggressive assumptions, but your 
buyer doesn’t want to hear your “best-case scenario”—in 
fact, they want the opposite. Help them understand the 
worst-case outcome so they understand the exposure. If your 
magnificent business case promises 4,000 percent ROI, step 
back and ask yourself, “Is this believable?” We don’t need to 
tell you, “No, it’s not.”

If you’re talking to a buyer in the finance department, they 
will go right to those numbers as a quick “sanity check,” and 
if they don’t check out, they won’t believe another word that 
comes out of your mouth. Look at the return because that’s 
what they’re seeing first. And if you do have an incredibly high 
return, preface it with a comment letting them know that you 
realize how high it is: “Customer, I know a 1,000 percent ROI 
seems unbelievable, so let me tell you why it’s this high.” Keep 
in mind that this is the exception. Your numbers will typically 
be believable; if they aren’t, check your key estimates of the 
project’s financial benefits and costs.

Pitfall #2: Too Much Reliance on Intangible 
Benefits

Both the qualitative and quantitative benefits matter, but a 
case that’s too reliant on soft costs or cost avoidance lacks 
substance. A buyer versed in finance will cringe if that’s your 
biggest headline. As one customer noted, “Great, you’re giving 
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me happy employees. What does that do to productivity and 
turnover? I need the numbers.”

Pitfall #3: Poor Tracking and Analysis of Results 

A satisfied customer continues to buy from you. Yet, sellers—
and even buyers—often lose sight of the initial agreement. 
Recognize up front the importance of tracking and analyzing 
what you said your solution will do versus what actually plays 
out. We call this value realization. Without a process for this 
task, you and the customer will not likely remember what was 
proposed. This is a missed opportunity to identify the true 
value of your solution—information you can leverage long 
after the deal. This step is especially critical with subscrip-
tion-based solutions that a client can cancel; without contin-
uous reminding of the benefits delivered, they may not be 
aware of them. This trend also accounts for the explosion of 
Customer Success teams in recent years. Their purpose is to 
ensure continued customer satisfaction, including remind-
ing the customer about the ongoing benefits of a solution 
or service.

When you neglect tracking and analysis, your buyer has 
nothing to tell the CFO who asks, “What ever happened to that 
million dollars I gave you? Did we get the results you expected? 
When and how much?” The days of glossing over outcomes are 
gone. If you ask for a million bucks this year and have noth-
ing tangible to show for it, don’t expect to get another million 
next year.

Work with the client up front to establish a methodology 
for doing this. Not only will this inspire confidence and give 
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you something to crow about with that buyer, but you’ll also 
have a solid use case for the next customer.

Pitfall #4: Solution as a Competitive Advantage

Trying to sell a solution based on “competitive advantage” is 
a tired trope that doesn’t hold water. Every seller talks about 
the competitive advantage they deliver. A favorite is the claim 
that investing in a digital transformation—by buying the sell-
er’s solution, naturally—the buyer will be able to hire and 
retain more brilliant millennials. That may or may not be true, 
but it’s not exactly a competitive advantage because everyone 
else is doing it too. What used to be competitive advantage is 
now business as usual. Like the CFO at a major pulp and paper 
company once told us, “In this industry, we’re running faster 
and faster every day just to stay in place.” They are, but so is 
everyone else.

Any solution that works really well is going to get noticed 
by the people using it. Then it won’t be a secret for long. People 
leave jobs, and they take the best of what they know with them 
to their next employer. So that competitive advantage you 
promised the client may be good for what, three months? Six 
months? Don’t include it in your business case.

Pitfall #5: Analysis Not Conducted  
at the Enterprise Level

The danger with this pitfall is that your solution may look good 
for one function, but it adversely affects another. You may be 
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shifting costs or assets. In a real-world example, a seller imple-
mented a solution that promised to improve plant efficiency. 
The plan included decreasing the time inventory sat at the 
plant and moving it more quickly to distribution centers. This 
just shifted the cost to those centers, which went from bad to 
worse when they filled up and had to rent public warehousing. 
The plant’s costs went down, but at the enterprise level, the 
total inventories didn’t change—the company had to pay more 
to warehouse them.

Salespeople want to be upbeat and talk about all the posi-
tives, but every buyer knows that projects don’t always go as 
planned. They will appreciate your honesty with a conversa-
tion that begins, “Let me tell you about an implementation 
that was wildly successful and why and another one that didn’t 
deliver and why it fell short.” Don’t blame the customer here 
either. Take accountability for the failure: “Here’s what we 
didn’t do, and here is what we learned from that experience.”

Salespeople tend to shy away from admitting their 
mistakes to customers, but there is power in these conversa-
tions. You are showing the client that you’ve done this before, 
so they’re not a test case. You have experience. It also shows a 
level of credibility and humility. Your client expects a certain 
number of issues with any solution, and if you come off like 
it’s going to be all kittens and rainbows, they won’t believe you. 
There are hitches with every solution or with the implemen-
tation of the solution, and how you and your team show up in 
those moments of “project yellow and red” tells the customer 
a lot about who you are and whether they want to continue 
working with you. Risk as a whole category is qualitative, but 
being able to anticipate and feel secure within a risk profile is 
extremely important to the client.
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COMPANY CULTURE:  
THE INVISIBLE DEALBREAKER

A company’s lack of capacity for change can bring 
an otherwise perfect business case to a screeching halt. 
Consider the culture you’ve experienced before putting 
together a case that requires flexibility among the lead-
ership and employees.

The new CEO of a large photography company, 
whom we’ll call Mr. Eakes, brought us in to help out with 
financial performance. During a workshop, we noticed 
that most of the leadership was just sitting there with 
their arms crossed and not engaged at all in the conver-
sation. We asked, “All right, let’s hit the brakes. What’s 
going on here?” One man spoke up, saying, “This is 
nothing personal, but I got to tell you something. We 
were here long before Mr. Eakes and we’ll still be here 
long after he’s gone.” They literally refused to make any 
of the changes we were recommending, or any changes 
at all, for that matter.

Another corporation that we worked with, a depart-
ment store, hired a well-accomplished executive with a 
strong background in logistics to head up their supply 
chain group. He was brilliant, but his senior colleagues 
were unwilling to change. The company had been around 
for over a hundred years, and in their mind, there was no 
reason why they would not be around another hundred 
years. Just about every recommendation brought by this 
man was met with the same response, “We’ve already 
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tried that. We already know that. We did that before,” 
when it was obvious that they had not.

In the end, one company ended up with only a frac-
tion of the revenue it had at its peak and the other 
company filed for bankruptcy. The lesson is that you 
can’t help a company that doesn’t want help. Save your-
self some time and find a customer that is open to your 
business case—and doesn’t want to go bankrupt.

Financial Benefits

“When building a business case, sellers should include the 
time commitment and Opportunity Costs for the internal 
staff. A lot of times that gets excluded, and leaving it out 
overstates the project’s financial benefits. These people are 
very busy—their time is valuable—and should be included 
in the quantitative benefits of a solution.”

—JUSTIN HONAMAN, former VP/GM, Analytics, Data & Digital 

Transformation, Strategic Sourcing & Procurement, Georgia Pacific

Once you’ve completed the risk assessment and convinced 
the customer it’s a credible idea, you’ve now earned the right 
to talk about the financial benefits of your solution. Again, you 
have to earn that right. Never lead with the numbers. Follow 
the steps for a solid risk assessment first, and your customer 
will be open to listening to the project’s financial benefits.
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Your solutions deliver financial benefits by improving a 
customer’s cash flow. Figure 6-4 gives you some ideas for how 
your solution might increase the buyer’s cash flow.

DON’T FORGET THE USERS

EMPLOYEE READINESS AND ACCEPTANCE OF a new 
solution is unpredictable and sometimes surprising. 
Take an enterprise asset management solution that was 
rolled out to track the performance of the company’s 
operating assets. Employees were provided with tablets 
for inputting data digitally. The financial benefits would 
have been phenomenal—if people used the tablets. The 
problem was that they were still attached to the old clip-
boards they’d been using for years. They were used to 
writing everything down manually and did not want to 
change. What was worse, they’d collect the data and 
only use a part of it to better manage the assets. A reluc-
tance to give up pen, paper, and clipboard for a shiny 
new tablet isn’t a challenge you’re likely to consider 
when building a business case, but these kinds of issues 
with employee readiness are common.

In this example, we can’t blame the seller for what 
was apparently a failure of change management within 
the company. However, the seller could have anticipated 
the problem if they had had a better understanding of 
the company’s leadership and culture. 
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REGULATORY REQUIREMENTS:  
THE ULTIMATE OPERATIONAL RISK

YOU NEVER KNOW WHEN A company might throw 
you a serious curveball. At a proposal meeting, a seller 
stepped through their plan to implement drones to 
inspect certain parts of the customer’s factory. They had 
the drone company lined up and all the wireless trans-
mission worked out. It would save the business a lot in 
labor costs, plus deliver more real-time information. It 
was perfect until they brought it to the plant manager, 
who informed them that their union’s laws outlaw the use 
of drones in factories.

Revenue

Improve customer insights with the solution, allowing them to 
grow their revenue. In this case, the cash flow is due to an increase 
in profits from the increase in revenue. Marketing and salespeo-
ple in particular are interested in the revenue component, but 
they will also need to justify a project by the increase in profits.

Operating Expense

The cost of investigating fraud is the necessary stifling expense 
for many corporations, especially banks. Using big data and 
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analytics can help lower those costs by more accurately iden-
tifying transactions that are fraudulent, with fewer or no 

“false positives” that the company would otherwise spend 
money investigating. Chatbots replace human interactions 
with customers. A warehouse solution that replaces staff with 
robotics reduces employee expenses because the customer 
doesn’t have to pay social security taxes, contribute to a retire-
ment plan, or offer a health plan for robots. All of these exam-
ples reduce operating expenses and increases cash flow.

Assets

An example is providing better forecasting services that allows 
the customer to reduce the investment in inventories and 
improve cash flow. Another example is moving from hardware 
to cloud-based storage, reducing capital expenditures on IT 
infrastructure to improve cash flow. Industrial IoT, for exam-
ple, helps improve Capacity Utilization and extend produc-
tion assets’ useful life which lowers capital expenditures and 
increases cash flow.

Net Cash Flow refers to the sources of cash flow bene-
fits such as those shown in Figure 6-4 less the project’s costs. 
Although the financial decision-making metrics are largely 
driven by Net Cash Flow, you can view them along three differ-
ent dimensions: return, Payback, and valuation. A simple way 
to look at this is to compare it to a buying decision you might 
make for your own home, such as installing solar panels. The 
return would be the savings on your utility bill compared to 
the cost of the investment, the Payback would be how long it 
takes to get your initial investment back, and valuation would 
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be the increase in home value. Let’s explore the common 
financial criteria used in a business case. See the appendix for 
more detail.

Figure 6-4. Examples of How Solutions Increase a Customer’s Cash Flow.
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Return

How much return will you get relative to the cost? This is 
called Return on Investment, which is commonly referred 
to as ROI: “R” “O” “I.” Suppose you propose a project that is 
expected to deliver $30 million in Net Cash Flow over the 
next three years. The total cost over the next three years is $10 
million. This is a 300 percent ROI, which is the $30 million in 
Net Cash Flow expressed as a percentage of the $10 million 
investment. Thought of another way, for every dollar invested, 
you get $3 back.

That’s the first step, but companies typically have many 
projects vying for resources, so they will want to know more 
than the simple ROI. They will want a return measure that 
takes into account the timing of the Net Cash Flow. A project 
that delivers more Net Cash Flow earlier on has a higher return 
than one that delivers most of its Net Cash Flow later on in the 
project. Without going into all the details, this is what is called 
Internal Rate of Return, or IRR: “I” “R” “R.” It’s like an average 
annual return account for the timing of the Net Cash Flow. If 
you want to learn more about IRR, see the appendix. It’s also a 
great cure for insomnia!

Payback

How quickly will the customer get their money back? Looking 
at the energy-efficient window example, Payback is how soon 
you recoup your $2,000 investment. Saving $100 a month on 
your utility bill will give you a Payback in twenty months. A 
company looks at this as “When do I recoup my money and 
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start making a profit?” For example, a project costs $10 million 
and provides cash flow benefits of $5 million per year. At the 
end of the second year, the customer has recouped the $10 
million investment resulting in a two-year or twenty-four-
month Payback. A customer typically expects Payback in 
twelve months or less, and eighteen to twenty-four months 
for complex projects. You’ll also find that during times of 
economic or global uncertainty, companies ask for shorter 
Payback times. See the appendix for more information on 
Payback and examples.

Valuation

What value will the project create for the company? High-
level executives will want to know the Net Cash Flow, or how 
much cash the project generates. They may have a minimum 
before they even show interest. A director may show inter-
est at a lower number. A more sophisticated measure is Net 
Present Value, or NPV: “N” “P” “V.” This accounts for when 
Net Cash Flow is delivered and the customer’s cost of money. 
NPV is one of the most commonly used measures of a proj-
ect’s value. NPV considers the fact that the money received in 
Year 3 or Year 4 is not worth as much as the money received 
in Years 1 and 2, because if the company had it sooner, they 
could invest it to grow in value. Basically, it’s the common 
financial adage that a dollar today is worth more than a 
dollar tomorrow.

With this in mind, what are ways that your solution can 
more quickly deliver up-front cash flow? Or how can your 
solution better match the project’s cash flow benefits with 
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the project’s costs? One of the benefits of cloud solutions, for 
example, is that they better match a project’s benefits with 
costs when compared to the traditional—and now becoming 
old-school—way of heavy up-front investment, say, in hard-
ware and software. Benefits and costs being the same, cloud 
solutions deliver higher NPV.

How often have you proposed a solution that has all the 
right risk features and all the right numbers, and you client 
loves it, but they just won’t pull the trigger? Maybe they’re busy 
with other projects, or they have to socialize the project. When 
a customer isn’t moving fast enough, we ask, “Do they know the 
Opportunity Cost of every month that they don’t go forward 
with the project?” For most sellers dealing with this issue, the 
answer is usually no. One reason for the delay may be that the 
seller hasn’t clearly communicated the value of the project.

OPPORTUNITY COST

OPPORTUNITY COST IS THE FINANCIAL benefit of moving 
more quickly with a project. It is often expressed as a 
Monthly Opportunity Cost. For example, say you and 
your customer agree that the net benefit is $40 million 
over the next three years, or thirty-six months. Simply 
put, this amounts to an Opportunity Cost of about $1 
million a month. You can’t just spring this number on the 
customer as a cost, though, because that sounds very 
negative. But you have to talk about it. Instead, frame it 
this way: “We could start sooner, and each month ahead 
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of this later schedule that you’re able to start, you would 
be gaining more than $1 million.”

Make sure your customers know the Monthly Oppor-
tunity Cost. Experience shows it is a powerful way to 
keep buyers focused.

Delays are often caused in procurement, which likes to 
slow down projects to try to get a better price, say 5 percent 
or 10 percent off. Knowing this, talk to your buyer. Let them 
know that by delaying the project for those few percentage 
points, they are essentially, with a three-month Opportunity 
Cost, forgoing $3 million in benefits, which is the $1 million per 
month times three months. Our experience is whatever may 
be the reduction in the project’s cost sought by procurement 
pales in comparison to the Opportunity Cost.

If you have not used Opportunity Costs in selling your 
solutions, then try it. We bet you are pleasantly surprised with 
the results.

Project Summary and Timeline

Finally, the project summary and timeline explains the scope 
of the project. You may not be proposing a solution for all 
twenty-five of the client’s plants or their 5,000 stores, but you 
are proposing, in this business case, an implementation at five 
plants initially, or a hundred stores. Include what that will 
require from the client and the expected outcome. There may 
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be a change management piece that needs to be addressed, and 
the client needs to know that. Tell them what you need from 
them for a successful rollout, how long it will take to complete, 
and the milestones along the way.

SUMMARY

The value proposition and business case creation are some 
of the most important components of Insight-Led Selling 
because when you’ve gotten here, you’ve built credibility, got 
the stakeholders’ attention, and progressed the deal to serious 
consideration. You may have eliminated competition along the 
way. And it’s all pretty simple too. All it takes is some research 
up front, filling in the blanks and validating your assumptions 
with the customer, and using the value proposition format and 
business case template. Keep in mind, putting this into motion 
may feel uncomfortable at first, but once you practice and 
deliver a few times and see success, it will become habit.

And don’t forget to visit www.InsightLedSelling.com, code 
INSIGHTSELLER, to download the FinListics value proposi-
tion and business case templates.

VALUE PROPOSITION TO BUSINESS  
CASE BEST PRACTICES

You’ll have more success with executive buyers when you 
create value propositions and build business cases focused 
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on the customer’s desired business outcomes instead of sell-
ing on features, functions, and cost. Insight-Led Selling best 
practices will help you better communicate the real value of 
your solutions.

•	 Always think customer first. What are their problems, 
their opportunities, and their needs? Start here, always.

•	 In your value proposition, get right to the point. Have 
the elevator pitch mindset— meaning you should be 
able to powerfully explain your business and financial 
benefits very quickly and at a very high level.

•	 Don’t go too deep into your technology, its features, 
or functionality. Remember to first demonstrate how 
what you are proposing delivers business outcomes.

•	 For a business case, remember executives view 
projects in terms of risks versus benefits. Help them 
understand the risks and give them a realistic view of 
the potential business and financial benefits.

•	 Provide examples where your solutions have provided 
business outcomes for other customers like those 
outcomes your client wants to achieve.
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CONCLUSION

“Scripting from mentors or company playbooks is 
extremely useful in laying the foundation of a seller’s 
financial vocabulary. However, there will be moments 
when you have to depart from a script and think on your 
feet. If that’s daunting in the beginning, don’t be afraid to 
be human and just tell your buyers up front, ‘Look, I can’t 
expect to be as fluent in corporate finance as you are, but 
here’s what I know we can help you with.’ We can tell when 
you’re faking—we would rather you just say if you’re not 
sure about the vocabulary. You might even build better 
rapport while also learning the language.”

—NATHAN DANE, CFO, Intent Solutions

Our mission with this book is to help you understand your 
customers from the many dimensions affecting their buying 
decisions. We hope you start putting what you’ve learned 
to work right away. Becoming an Insight-Led Seller doesn’t 
require weeks, months, and years of study, and you don’t have 
to know how to speak with every buyer, at every organizational 
level, and within every industry and line of business. Just 
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remember the three main themes: (1) Tell them something 
they don’t know; (2) Deliver business outcomes, which include 
both operational and financial benefits; and (3) Make their life 
easier. This approach will deliver measurable results and guide 
you toward becoming an Insight-Led Selling pro. It will move 
you up the hierarchy from vendor to trusted advisor and even-
tually, strategic partner. And along the way, you will learn how 
to speak with many different buyers, become more informed, 
and gain valuable insights that you can leverage with every 
new customer and in each new conversation.

Of the three themes, delivering business outcomes can be 
the most difficult to implement, and that’s why much of this 
book focuses on simplifying the process. Specifically, connect-
ing the financial benefits of your solution to a customer’s 
initiatives and, by extension, their strategies and goals can be 
an intimidating ask, yet a working knowledge of finance as it 
relates to business outcomes is critical to any sale. Our goal is 
to make the topic much less intimidating—and more useful—
by stepping through finance in practical ways from the view-
points of executives and others at various organizational levels 
and in different industries and business units. All these people 
are potential buyers. The more you understand finance, the 
better you will understand their unique strategies, goals, and 
other motivators behind their buying decisions.

EVERY DIMENSION, CHAPTER BY CHAPTER

In Chapter 1, “Executive Insights,” you learned that to sell to 
executives, you have to think like one. This chapter provided 
insights into how executives think and ultimately what they 
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expect from you as a seller. They want you to tell them some-
thing they don’t know, deliver business outcomes, and make 
their life easier. They do not want to be sold to—they want to 
understand how you can help them achieve business outcomes 
they were focused on before they even heard of you.

Chapter 2, “Industry Insights,” showed how the main 
driver of a company’s performance is strongly influenced by its 
industry’s performance. Executives expect you to understand 
the nuances of their industry, such as business and technol-
ogy trends, and how you can help them leverage those trends. 
They want you to understand the industry risks and demon-
strate how you can help them manage those risks. Being fluent 
in a company’s industry-specific speak raises your credibility 
and sets you above the competition. The information in this 
chapter provided a framework to create industry-specific play-
books that help get sellers, Marketing, and others on the same 
page regarding your solution’s business outcomes benefits and 
targeted buyers.

Although you should always look to improve existing 
relationships within your customer base, Chapter 3, “Line 
of Business Insights,” explored the priorities that exist 
within other functions that you may not be accustomed to 
addressing. The buying landscape has changed, and sell-
ing only to people in charge of technology, for example, isn’t 
enough. Open up the aperture and understand that other 
stakeholders are often involved. Learn their responsibili-
ties for delivering on goals and how your solution can impact 
them. Even when different functions are aligned to a shared 
goal, the people involved may have different strategies and 
measures of success—and they may even be competing with 
others’ measures. Knowing what’s on each stakeholder’s dash-



INSIGHT-LED SELLING

2 4 2

board empowers you to identify the value to each function and 
tailor your message accordingly. In other words, when you talk 
to Operations, talk operations. When you speak with the CMO, 
speak marketing. It’s not enough to say to everyone, “I can help 
your business grow.” To these individuals, that kind of state-
ment means nothing.

In Chapter 4, “Financial Insights,” we showed you why 
managing financial performance is one of the most import-
ant—and in many cases, the most important—job for execu-
tives. Financial performance cuts across all organizational 
levels, industries, and lines of business. Seeing it from each 
buyer’s perspective and communicating how your solution 
can improve financial performance within each individual’s 
specific area is one of the most powerful tools you can bring 
to a conversation. This may seem like a daunting task, but in 
each industry the reality is, there are just a handful of critical 
metrics that drive a company’s financial performance. Iden-
tify those metrics, know which ones you can influence and 
enhance, and learn to communicate that to your buyer. You do 
not have to be a financial expert. You do have to know how your 
solution can impact those metrics and have a general idea of 
how much it impacts them.

“The Power of One,” the subject of Chapter 5, gave you a 
starting point for discussing your solution’s effect on finan-
cial performance. This approach allows you to add a finan-
cial dimension to the conversation early in the sales process, 
which captures the buyer’s attention and encourages them 
to be more open to speaking with you about what they want 
from your solution from a financial perspective. Even a small 
improvement can deliver a major financial impact, and the 
Power of One illustrates the possibilities. It is not a commit-
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ment or a promise but a way to identify areas of opportunity 
and the potential impact.

Chapter 6, “From Value Proposition to Business Case,” 
put all the pieces together to give you a framework to start 
using Insight-Led Selling while you learn and develop your 
skills. Start with this framework, plug in what you know, then 
do your homework to fill in the blanks. Do your own research, 
pull in your colleagues to help, and speak with your customers. 
With this framework for building value propositions, there 
is no excuse to delay putting Insight-Led Selling into action. 
Developing a value proposition is essential for communicating 
the business and financial value of your solutions.

USE IT OR LOSE IT

Insight-Led Selling that stays in your head and isn’t put into 
practice doesn’t do you or your company any good. Take it out 
into the world and to your customers. Start using it right now—
today, on your next sales call. It may feel uncomfortable at first, 
but Insight-Led Selling is like a muscle that you haven’t worked 
in a long time, maybe never. Get out there and flex. The more 
you use this method, the more fluent you will become. It gets 
easier, and you’ll see success, and you’ll gain more confidence 
in it and in yourself. Insight-Led Selling will change your client 
relationships. It will change your career.

Get your colleagues involved and make it a team sport. Use 
your shared brain power to explore, research, and test better 
ways to talk to customers. Articulate the message for custom-
ers at every organizational level and in every stakeholder’s line 
of business in your primary industry. Practice speaking about 
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how your solution is consistent with their goals and strategies, 
and how it can benefit their financial performance.

Choose one client and learn and apply the different dimen-
sions: executive and managerial level, industry, and business 
unit. Learn about their financial considerations, then use the 
Power of One to build a better business case. If you can improve 
one of the customer’s financial metrics by 1 percent, what would 
that mean? What kind of impact would they see if you improved 
two or three metrics by a percentage point? Figure that out and 
commit to using what you learn in your next conversation.

BEFORE YOU GO

To help you with your journey, we have more to share. 
Resources are available on the Insight-Led Selling book site at 
www.InsightLedSelling.com and accessible with the access 
code INSIGHTSELLER. Also, visit us at www.finlistics.com for 
Insight-Led Selling-related blogs and white papers, and to get 
a demo of ClientIQ, our sales intelligence platform. You might 
want to check out what our customers and users are saying 
about us on G2 crowd at www.g2.com. And of course, you can 
find us on LinkedIn and Facebook. Follow us there for the latest.

If you need more personalized assistance, reach out to us 
at finlistics.com or by email at info@finlistics.com.

Whether you need more help, or you’ve mastered our tech-
niques, let us know how Insight-Led Selling is working for you. 
We’d love to hear about your challenges and your successes. 
And we always want to know what more we can do to make 
Insight-Led Selling easier for sellers like you.

—Dr. Stephen Timme and Melody Astley, May 2021
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INSIGHT-LED SELLING BEST PRACTICES

Congratulations on reaching the end of this book! But 
this isn’t the end; it’s the start of a whole lot of new sales 
wins. We’ll leave you with some key points to remember, but 
if you need more help, please don’t hesitate to reach out at 
info@finlistics.com.

•	 Instead of leading with your company, product, 
technology, features, or functions, always start with 
the customer and seek to gain insight into a specific 
problem they are trying to solve or goal they are 
trying to achieve.

•	 Customers have goals, strategies, and initiatives, and 
their success is measured by financial and Operational 
KPIs. Learn them by industry, by line of business, and 
by each stakeholder in the deal.

•	 Discover your customer’s desired business outcome 
and show them how your solution can help them 
make it a reality.

•	 Show them how and how much.

•	 Enlist your colleagues to gather and share indus-
try and line of business information to add to your 
knowledge base so you’ll have a go-to manual 
for starting the high-level conversation with every 
new customer.
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•	 Never think you can’t do this. You can. If you’ve been 
in the sales business for a while, you already know 
much more than you think you do. Simply being aware 
of the insights you need to succeed will open your 
eyes and ears to a plethora of new knowledge that 
has always been there, even though it may seem like 
you’re seeing and hearing it for the first time. Have 
confidence in yourself, and don’t sell yourself short. 
You’re a pro.
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APPENDIX

CHAPTER 2: INDUSTRY INSIGHTS

The following is the Financial Drivers Map for banking 
companies.

Total Income is the summation of Net Interest Income 
and Non-Interest Income. Total Income Growth measures the 
period-over-period (e.g., year and quarter) percentage change 
in Total Income.

Net Interest Income growth measures the peri-
od-over-period (e.g., year and quarter) percentage change 
in Net Interest Income. Net Interest Income is calculated as 
Total Interest Income minus Total Interest Expense. Total 
Interest Income is the interest from earning assets such as 
loans (consumer, credit cards, commercial, industrial real 
estate, etc.) and securities (Federal Funds, US Treasury and 
government-backed securities, mortgage-backed securities, 
etc.). Interest expense is the amount paid on interest-bearing 
liabilities such as interest-bearing checking accounts, savings 
accounts, certificates of deposits, Federal Funds, and repur-
chase agreements.
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Figure A2-1. Banking Financial Drivers Map.
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Non-Interest Income growth measures the peri-
od-over-period (e.g., year and quarter) percentage change 
Non-Interest Income. Non-Interest Income is the income 
from service charges, credit card fees, investment and broker-
age services, mortgage and investment banking, trading 
account profits, clearing services, and other income-produc-
ing activities that do not generate interest income. 

Pre-Tax Profit Margin is profits before income taxes 
expressed as a percentage of Total Income.

Provision for Credit Losses represents the losses that 
the bank expects to take as a result of uncollectable or troubled 
loans and credit losses on securities. It is calculated as follows: 
Provision for Loan Loss / Total Income.

Cost-to-Income Ratio, also known as the Efficiency 
Ratio, is Total Non-Interest Expenses expressed as a percent-
age of Total Income. Non-Interest Expenses includes items 
such as Salaries and Related, Premises and Equipment, and all 
Other Non-Interest Expenses. 

Salaries and Related Expenses include salaries and 
wages for full- and part-time employees and benefit expenses 
such as medical, insurance, and retirement. % Salaries and 
Related Expenses is these expenses expressed as a percent-
age of Total Income.

Premises and Equipment Expense includes items such 
as rent, utilities, maintenance on buildings, depreciation, equip-
ment expense on hardware, office furniture expense, and so 
forth. % Premises and Equipment is this expense expressed 
as a percentage of Total Income.

Other Non-Interest Expenses includes, for example, 
marketing and advertising, professional fees, telecommuni-
cations, brokerage, exchange and clearance fees, and other 
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general and administrative expenses excluding personnel-re-
lated expenses. % Other Non-Interest Expenses is these 
expenses expressed as a percentage of Total Income.

The following is the Financial Drivers Map for Insurance 
companies.

Total Revenue is the summation of Premiums Earned 
and Non-Premium Revenue. Total Revenue Growth 
measures the period-over-period (e.g., year and quarter) 
percentage change in Total Revenue.

Growth Premiums Earned Growth measures the peri-
od-over-period (e.g., year and quarter) percentage change in 
Premiums Earned. Premiums Earned is defined as the portion 
of a premium that represents coverage already provided or the 
portion of premium that belongs to the insurer based on the 
part of the policy period that has passed. 

Non-Premiums Revenue Growth measures the peri-
od-over-period (e.g., year and quarter) percentage change in 
Non-Premium Revenue. Non-Premium Revenue includes 
revenue items such as investment income, gains/losses on sale 
of securities, and other Operating Income.

Pre-Tax Profit Margin is profits before income taxes 
expressed as a percentage of Total Income.

Total Operating Expenses includes Benefits and Claims 
Expense; Selling, General and Administrative Expense; 
and all Other Operating Expenses. % Total Operating 
Expenses are these expenses expressed as a percentage of 
Total Revenue.

Benefits and Claims Expense includes all expenses 
relating to the payment of policy benefits, including adjust-
ers’ fees, investigating expenses, insurance reserves, and all 
other costs associated with settling claims. % Benefits & 
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Figure A2-2. Insurance Financial Drivers Map.

Claims Expense is this expense expressed as a percentage of 
Total Revenue.

Selling, General and Administrative Expense includes 
items such as commissions, sales, marketing, information 
technology, human resources, and finance and accounting. 
% Selling, General and Administrative is this expense 
expressed as a percentage of Total Revenue.
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Other Expense are those expenses not included in Bene-
fits and Claims; and Selling, General and Administrative and 
often are expenses incurred in non-insurance activities such 
as real estate. % Other Expense is this expense expressed as a 
percentage of Total Revenue.

CHAPTER 3: LINE OF BUSINESS INSIGHTS

The figures in this section are examples of the Buyers Align-
ment Framework for banking and insurance companies.

CHAPTER 5: THE POWER OF ONE

The Power of One as it relates to Areas of Financial Perfor-
mance for banking companies includes:

•	 Total Income Growth, Net Interest Income Growth, and 
Non-Interest Income Growth: 1 percent increase in the 
dollar amount of these sources of income.

•	 Cost-to-Income Ratio, Provision for Credit Losses, % 
Salaries and Related Expenses, Premises and Equip-
ment Expense, and Other Non-Interest Expense: 1 
percent of these expenses’ dollar amount

The Power of One as it relates to Areas of Financial Perfor-
mance for insurance companies (e.g., life, property and casu-
alty, and health) include:
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Figure A3-1. Example of banking buyers’ alignment framework.
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Figure A3-2. Example of insurance buyers’ alignment framework.
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•	 Total Revenue Growth, Premium Earned Growth, and 
Non-Premium Earned Growth: 1 percent increase in the 
dollar amount of these sources of revenue

% Total Operating Expenses; % Benefits and Claims 
Expense; % Selling, General and Administrative Expense; % 
Other Expense: 1 percent of these expenses’ dollar amount

Calculation of Power of One for Financial  
Metrics Shown in Figure 5-3

The following shows the calculations for the financial metrics 
Power of One shown in Chapter 5, Figure 5-3.

•	 Revenue 

*	 $200 million = $20 billion in revenue times 1%

•	 Cost of Goods Sold

*	 $120 million = $12 billion in Cost of Goods 
Sold times 1%

•	 Selling, General, and Administrative

*	 $60 million = $6 billion in Selling, General and 
Administrative times 1%

•	 Days in Inventory
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*	 $33 million = $12 billion in Cost of Goods Sold 
divided by 365 days

*	 In text, rounded down to $30 million to make 
easier to manipulate

Calculation of Power of One for Operational 
KPIs Shown in Figure 5-4

The following shows the calculations for the financial 
metrics Power of One shown in Chapter 5, Figure 5-4.

•	 Customer Retention 

*	 $14 million = $20 billion in revenue times 7% 
industry average customer churn times 1%

•	 Cross-Sell/Upsell

*	 $18 million = $20 billion in revenue times 9% 
industry average cross-sell/upsell times 1%

•	 New Customers

*	 $20 million = $20 billion in revenue times 10% 
industry average cross-sell/upsell times 1%
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CHAPTER 6:  
FROM VALUE PROPOSITION TO BUSINESS CASE

In this appendix, we explore the most common financial 
decision-making criteria used to assess financial benefits in a 
business case. The three types of criteria are:

•	 Return

•	 Valuation

•	 Payback

As we review these criteria, remember it is not important 
you know how they are calculated. What is important is that 
you know what they mean and how you can use them to sell 
the financial benefits of your solutions. Also, remember it’s not 
just about the numbers. If your solutions do not align with the 
customer’s goals, strategies, and initiatives, you likely won’t 
get the chance to share how financially it’s a great idea.

Initial Assessment of Financial Benefits

Just like your customer, we first explore what we like to call 
an initial assessment of your proposed solution’s financial 
benefits. The initial assessment includes criteria that provides 
high-level insights into if your proposed solution or project is 
of interest from a financial perspective. 

Net Cash Flow is the foundation of all three of these 
criteria. Net Cash Flow is the gross cash flow from the proj-
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ect’s benefits such as the profits from higher revenue and 
lower operating expenses less the cost of the project. You can 
think of Net Cash Flow as the project’s profits. For illustrative 
purposes, we will use the cash flows shown in Figure A6-1, “Net 
Cash Flow Example.”

For starters, the project cumulative Net Cash Flow must 
be positive. Who wants to invest in a cool idea that doesn’t earn 
money over time? No one we know!

Also, executive involvement may depend on the amount 
of Net Cash Flow. Stephen worked with a large telecommuni-
cations company, and the CFO shared with him that unless a 
project generates at least $200 million in Net Cash Flow, he 
was not that involved. The point is, the amount of Net Cash 

Figure A6-1. Example of project cash flow.
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Flow provides insights at what level you pitch your solutions. 
Unfortunately, there is no magic formula that says if it’s over 
this number, pitch at the highest level, and less than that 
number, pitch somewhere else.

Once you know the Net Cash Flow, you can estimate 
the Monthly Opportunity Cost we discussed in Chapter 6. 
Remember the Monthly Opportunity Cost is the additional 
Net Cash Flow the is forgone each month the decision to move 
forward with the project is delayed. The Monthly Opportu-
nity Cost for the example shown in Figure A6-1 is approxi-
mately $1 million, which is the $40 million Net Cash Flow 
divided by the thirty-six months in the project. It is strongly 
recommended that you share the Monthly Opportunity Cost 
with stakeholders to help motivate them to move faster.

Now let’s review a project from a return perspective. Your 
project cleared the first hurdle that it has positive Net Cash 
Flow. The next hurdle is, does it have an acceptable return? 
This is just like in your personal life. You make investment to 
earn a good return. It’s not just about the dollar amount you 
earned on the investment; it’s also about what you earned rela-
tive to what you invested—the return. 

The simplest and one of the most commonly used measures 
of return is Return on Investment also referred to as “R” “O” 

“I.” ROI is the project’s Net Cash Flow expressed as a percent-
age of the project’s costs. You can think Figure A6-1 shows the 
Net Cash Flow is $40 million and the cost of the investment is 
$20 million. The ROI is 200 percent, which is the $40 million 
Net Cash Flow expressed as a percentage of the $20 million 
investment. Thought of another way, every $1 put into the 
project nets $2.

Customers typically have internal guidelines for mini-
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mal ROIs for projects with different levels of risk. The higher 
the risk, the higher the minimum ROI. One of the challenges 
for sellers is that customers typically share ROI guidelines 
with sellers.

One of the biggest advantages of ROI is that it’s easy to 
understand and calculate. The biggest drawback is that it 
does not account for the timing of cash flow. For example, 
in Figure A6-1 it would not matter if all the project’s $40 
million in Net Cash Flow came in the first year or the last 
year or spread out over time because the ROI would still 
be 200 percent. What companies often do is rank projects 
by ROI and then apply more sophisticated financial deci-
sion-making analysis. We will explore these criteria after 
reviewing another less sophisticated but very useful crite-
rion—Payback.

Your project has cleared the positive Net Cash Flow and 
ROI hurdles. The next hurdle is, does the project pay for itself 
in a time frame acceptable to the buyer? To answer this ques-
tion, Payback is used by a lot of companies. As we discussed 
in Chapter 6, it is simply how many months does it take to get 
back the project’s costs. Figure A6-1 shows that by the end of 
the first year, $12 million is the cost of the project, but only 
$10 million has been received in gross cash flow benefits, so 
we know the Payback is greater than twelve months. Without 
going into all the details, about two months of gross cash flow 
benefits will be absorbed in Year 2 to cover the project’s costs, 
so the Payback is fourteen months.

What is important is how your solution’s Payback compares 
to the customer’s maximum Payback. Sometimes customers 
will share that the maximum Payback is, say, twelve months 
but not always.
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Advance Assessment of Financial Benefits

Net Cash Flow, ROI, and Payback are used by many compa-
nies because they provide high-level insights into a project’s 
financial benefits and are easy to understand. A major disad-
vantage is that they do not account for what we call the Time 
Value of Money. This is another way of saying a dollar today 
is worth more than a dollar tomorrow. Think about it. Would 
you rather receive $1,000 today or $1,000 next year? Today of 
course, since you could invest it and end up with more than 
$1,000 next year.

Your customer uses what we call the Cost of Capital to 
account for the Time Value of Money. The Cost of Capital 
is a blend of a company’s cost of equity financing and debt 
financing. It is beyond the scope of this book to get into a lot 
of detail about the Cost of Capital. Plus, do you really want all 
the details? Probably not. For an established company, the 
Cost of Capital tends to range between 7 and 10 percent. We 
have seen the Cost of Capital being 15 percent and higher for 
smaller and startup companies.

One of the more advanced criteria is Net Present Value, 
which is commonly referred to as “N” “P” “V.” In the Net Cash 
Flow example in Figure A6-1, we saw $40 million in Net Cash 
Flow over three years. NPV considers the fact that the money 
received in Year 2 or Year 3 is not worth as much as the money 
received in Year 1, because if the company had it sooner, they 
could invest it to grow in value. With this in mind, the more 
cash flow that’s generated up front in a project, the higher the 
NPV. The further into the future the cash flow, the lower the 
NPV. Figure A6-2, “Net Present Value and Internal Rate of 
Return,” shows the project’s NPV is around $31 million using 
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a 10 percent Cost of Capital. This is in comparison to the $40 
million when the Time Value of Money is not accounted for.

Internal Rate of Return, also referred to as “I” “R” “R,” 
accounts for the timing of Net Cash Flow and is commonly 
used by companies. The more Net Cash Flow that is delivered 
earlier on in the project’s life, the higher the return. Techni-
cally speaking, IRR is the average annual rate of return that 
makes the value of the project’s gross cash flow benefits in 
today’s dollars equal to the value of the project’s cost in today’s 
dollars. Figure A6-2 shows that the project’s IRR is a little over 
140 percent.

Again, don’t get overwhelmed by all the details. You just 
need to understand what IRR is, why your customers use 
it, and ways you can improve it. Companies typically have 
guidelines for an acceptable IRR for different kinds of proj-
ects. A challenge is that they most likely will not share them 
with you. 

Advantages of Better Aligning Benefits 
and Costs

Things that better align project benefits and costs help NPV, 
IRR, and Payback. Examples of these are cloud and project 
financing. These help by reducing the up-front costs and by 
better aligning the project’s benefits with the project’s costs. 
We can use Figure A6-1, “Net Cash Flow Example,” as an 
example. For illustrative purposes, the project’s gross bene-
fits of $60 million and timing remain the same. The project 
costs stay at $20 million but are better aligned with the bene-
fits. They are $1M, $3M, $8M, and $8M for today through Year 
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3, respectively: still $20 million in project cost but the NPV 
increases to $32 million versus $31 million, IRR to over 800 
percent versus 140 percent, and Payback drops to less than 
six months versus fourteen months. The key takeaway is that 
the better you align benefits and costs, the more desirable your 
proposed solution.

Figure A6-2. Examples of Net Present Value and Internal Rate of 
Return.
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