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AUTHOR'S NOTE

This book began as an attempt to answer a smaller question than the one it ended up asking.

The original question was: why do two businesses, selling almost the same thing, at almost the same price, to almost the same customer, end up in such different places five years later? One grows steadily. Referrals show up unprompted. Customers stay longer than they should, given how replaceable the product technically is. The other works twice as hard for half the result. Same market. Same effort, if anything more of it. Different outcome.

The easy answer is “better marketing” and "better sales." The harder, truer answer is something else, and it took longer to see than it should have, because it's not really about selling at all. It's about whether a business has learned to describe itself in a way the market can recognize.

That difference has a name now. This book is an attempt to give you the shape of it before the name matters.




PART I — THE GAP NOBODY NAMES




Chapter 1: The Business That Should Have Won

Consider two companies in almost the same business, selling almost the same service, at almost the same price, to almost the same customer. This kind of pair exists in nearly every industry, if you know how to look for it, and it's worth imagining one clearly, because the differences that matter are usually easy to miss when they're spread across an entire industry instead of concentrated in two directly comparable businesses.

Picture two commercial landscaping companies, both serving property managers who oversee office parks and retail plazas. Both were founded around the same time, by owners with similar backgrounds, offering essentially the same service: mowing, seasonal planting, snow removal, the standard list. Both charge within a few percentage points of each other. By any operational measure — crew quality, equipment, reliability — they are close enough that a property manager touring both crews at work would have a hard time telling them apart.

Now imagine that, several years later, one of these companies has quietly become the larger, more profitable, more resilient business — not dramatically, not through some single lucky contract, but steadily, the way a small persistent advantage compounds into a large one over time. The other is still doing respectable work, still has loyal customers, but works harder for smaller margins, and loses more bids than it should given the quality of its work.

The easy explanation is that the growing company simply does better work, or sells more aggressively. Set that explanation aside for a moment, because in the version of this pattern that shows up again and again across small and mid-sized businesses, the more interesting explanation sits somewhere else entirely — and you can find it by comparing how each company would describe itself to a property manager who has never worked with either.

The stagnant company's website says something like: "We provide reliable, professional landscaping solutions tailored to your property's needs." The growing company's website says something closer to: "Property managers lose their Saturday to an angry tenant when the crew shows up on a different day than promised. We give you a written schedule, and if we're late, the next visit is free."

Read those two side by side, slowly, as a property manager would, spending the ten or fifteen seconds most people actually spend deciding whether a vendor understands their situation. The first sentence could describe almost any landscaping company operating anywhere. It isn't false. It simply cannot be recognized by anyone in particular, because it was built to be true of nearly everyone. The second sentence describes one specific, recognizable irritation, experienced by one specific kind of person, at one specific moment — the Saturday phone call from an angry tenant. A property manager reading it does not think "reasonable value proposition." They think: how did you know that about my job specifically.

You have read thousands of sentences like the first one. You read them on vendor websites, in proposals, on the trade-show banners of companies whose names you couldn't recall an hour later. You have almost certainly stopped seeing them, the way you stop seeing wallpaper — which is precisely the problem, because somewhere among the businesses you scrolled past was one that could genuinely have helped you, saying nothing that would let you know it.

That reaction is worth pausing on, because it is doing more commercial work than most of what gets called selling. It isn't persuading anyone of anything. It isn't creating urgency or overcoming resistance. It is simply the experience of being described accurately by a stranger, and it turns out to be rare enough, in most industries, that it produces a disproportionate amount of trust the moment it happens.

If you asked five people inside each of these two companies — the owner, the office manager, a crew lead, someone in billing — what their best customers actually pay them for, the pattern tends to hold in one direction and not the other. In the company that's growing, the answers tend to converge quickly, in similar language, even among people who've never compared notes: something close to "we make sure property managers never get blindsided by a call from a tenant." In the company that's stagnant, the answers tend to scatter — reasonable answers, individually, but different from each other, and rarely anything a customer has actually said back to them.

This is the part worth sitting with, because the rest of this book is built around it: the difference between these two companies is not, most likely, a difference in how well either of them sells. It's a difference in whether the business has arrived at a clear, specific, shared understanding of what it actually does for the people who pay it — and because that understanding either exists or doesn't, there is either something precise to say to a stranger, or there isn't. The vague sentence on the stagnant company's homepage isn't really a writing problem. It's a symptom. Somewhere inside that business, the honest, specific answer to "what do we actually do for people" was never assembled in the first place. And if a small test is useful here: ask three people inside your own business, separately, what your best customers actually pay you for. If the answers converge, you already have something rare. If they scatter — and they usually scatter — you've just located the actual problem this book is about, and it wasn't in your sales pipeline.

Most business owners, hearing a comparison like this, assume the lesson is about marketing — sharper copy, a better website, a more polished pitch. That's not wrong, exactly, but it's a bit like telling someone with a fever to buy a better thermometer. A vague description of a business is rarely the disease. It's one of the more visible symptoms of something upstream: a business that hasn't yet done the quieter, harder work of understanding itself precisely enough to be described in a sentence a stranger would recognize.

Here is the claim this book makes, slowly, chapter by chapter, with more than one illustration to support it: most businesses do not have a sales problem. They have a representation problem. And representation — the discipline of understanding a business accurately and expressing that understanding in language the market can recognize — is not a subset of sales, or a cousin of marketing, or a fancy word for positioning. It is the layer underneath all of them, the thing that determines whether sales and marketing have anything true to work with in the first place.

Sales is one place representation shows up. Marketing is another. So is the paragraph a founder gives a local reporter, the answer a receptionist gives a confused customer on the phone, and the explanation a family business gives a supplier who's deciding whether to extend better terms. Increasingly, and this will matter by the second half of this book, it's also the words an automated system uses when it answers a customer's question at eleven at night, without anyone in the room to correct it. All of these are downstream of the same upstream question: does this business understand itself accurately enough to be represented well, by anyone, in any format, to anyone who might need it?

Most of the time, honestly, the answer is no — not because owners are careless, but because the thing they're trying to describe is the thing they're standing closest to. It is very hard to describe a room accurately from inside it. You need to have stood in a few other rooms first, or have someone whose job it is to notice the difference.

One thing worth noticing before we go further: nothing in this chapter required any new invention. The growing landscaping company isn't using a technique that didn't exist fifty years ago. Businesses have been quietly winning and losing on exactly this dimension for as long as commerce has existed — every era's best shopkeepers, brokers, and tradespeople understood it instinctively. What has never existed is a name for it, and things without names don't get studied, taught, budgeted for, or deliberately improved. They get left to instinct, which means they get left to luck. This book's wager is that naming the thing changes what businesses can do about it.

That is where this book is going. Not toward a better pitch. Toward a better way of seeing.




Chapter 2: The Trouble With Trying Harder

There is a particular kind of failure that only shows up in people who are good at their jobs, and it goes like this: the harder they work at the thing that isn't working, the worse it gets.

Consider a consultant — an accountant, a marketing agency owner, an independent engineer; the specific trade doesn't matter — who does excellent work and cannot, for the life of them, close new business at the rate that work deserves. The natural response, and almost everyone's response, is to get better at selling: take a course, hire a coach, learn to handle objections more smoothly, build rapport faster, create more urgency at the close. Imagine this consultant genuinely improving at all of it, by every measure a sales coach could devise.

Now imagine the close rate going down anyway.

This should not happen, and the fact that it can is the single most important idea in this book, so it's worth sitting with the mechanics of it rather than rushing past it as a curiosity.

What most people actually get better at, in a program like this, is persuasion — the craft of moving someone from a colder position to a warmer one through skillful argument, timing, and social pressure. Persuasion is a real skill, and it isn't inherently dishonest, and there are entire categories of decision where it genuinely helps. But persuasion carries a precondition that's almost never stated out loud: it works by narrowing the gap between what's being claimed and what's actually true — or, if the seller isn't careful, by narrowing the buyer's ability to notice that gap at all. The better someone gets at that second kind of narrowing, the more a sophisticated buyer can sense, often without being able to say exactly why, that they are being moved rather than informed. And the moment a sophisticated buyer — exactly the kind of buyer most serious businesses need — senses they're being moved, something almost involuntary happens: they slow down, ask for more time, say they need to "think about it," and quietly deprioritize a decision they were, twenty minutes earlier, fairly close to making.

Here is the paradox, stated plainly, because the rest of this book depends on you actually believing it rather than nodding at it: the moment representation becomes persuasion — the moment accuracy starts bending toward influence — representation begins to erode, and it erodes exactly when the buyer is smart enough to notice. This is why the most sophisticated buyers are often the hardest to close using conventional sales technique, and why businesses selling to sophisticated buyers frequently discover that their best salespeople are the ones who talk the least and ask the most uncomfortable questions.

Now imagine the same consultant trying something closer to the opposite. Instead of asking, internally, "how do I persuade this person," imagine asking, out loud, in the meeting: "I want to make sure I actually understand what you're dealing with before I say anything about whether we can help. Can you walk me through what's
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