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Chapter 1: More Information, Fewer Decisions


Maya’s deal

Maya is six months into her first sales job. She has held five discovery meetings with a contact she likes, Stefan. She has filled in every field in the CRM. She has sent a 30-page summary of requirements, and the contact called it “really thorough”.

Then the deal stalls.

When she finally asks Stefan what is holding things up, the line goes quiet for a moment.

“Honestly? I should have said earlier. I don’t hold the budget.”

“Who does?”

“Our finance director. She hasn’t heard a thing about this.”

Maya’s stomach drops. “Right. Is there anything else I should know?”

“Well…” Stefan hesitates. “We tried to sort this out a while back. It didn’t go well. People are a bit wary of the whole thing.”

“Nobody mentioned that.”

“No,” he says. “I suppose you never asked.”

Three things, and she hadn’t thought to ask about any of them: who held the budget, who else had to agree, and what had happened last time.

Maya had plenty of information. She didn’t have the information her next decision needed.

Maya isn’t careless. She did what most of us are taught to do: run discovery, capture the detail, document the requirements. The trouble is that none of that tells you whether you’re any closer to a decision. Activity feels like progress. Often it isn’t.

(Maya is a made-up example, but every new seller will recognise her.)



Where I learned this

I learned this lesson somewhere else first.

Much of my career has been in data and analytics-led customer experience transformation. In that work, organisations often start with a simple wish: capture more. More customer interactions. More channels. More transcripts. More categories. More dashboards. More measures.

It’s an understandable instinct, but it leads somewhere uncomfortable.

I lost count of the times I was challenged to produce “insights” from “all this valuable data we should have”. Nobody wanted “motherhood and apple pie”, the obvious things everyone already knew. They wanted something new and interesting, but when I asked what that would look like, nobody could say. Underneath, the request was: “find me an answer, because I don’t actually know the right questions.”

That is what happens when volume is mistaken for value. Without a question, or a decision to support, more data doesn’t create understanding. It just creates a bigger place to get lost.

Picture an organisation that records every customer contact across several channels. It has millions of interactions and hundreds of dashboards. Then a senior leader asks one question: why are customers contacting us more this quarter?

Nobody can answer with confidence. The data was plentiful, but nobody had chosen it to answer that question. Some channels were missing. Some categories overlapped. Nobody knew whether the contacts recorded represented the customers who were leaving.

(This is a composite, not a single case.)

The problem was never volume. Nobody had started from the decision.

The lesson I took from this is simple. The value of data isn’t a function of how much of it you have. It depends on whether it is:


	Relevant: does it bear on the question you are trying to answer?

	Accurate: can you trust it?

	Representative: does it reflect the people or situations you are making a decision about?

	Contextualised: do you understand the circumstances it came from?



The shift that mattered was moving away from “how much can we capture?” towards three better questions. What do we actually need to know? Why do we need to know it? And what decision is that information meant to support?



The same trap in sales

I think exactly the same principle applies to sales.

It is very easy to confuse activity with progress. We count what is easy to count:


	discovery meetings held

	conversations with stakeholders

	requirements captured

	use cases identified

	pages in the proposal

	features mapped to the product



These are measures of collecting information. They are not measures of understanding.

You can have an extensive discovery document and still not know:


	what business problem the client is actually trying to solve

	why it matters now

	what happens if they do nothing

	who owns the problem and the budget

	what a successful outcome looks like

	what constraints will shape the solution

	what evidence they will need to justify the spend



That is the sales version of a huge dataset with questionable quality: plenty of information, and not enough confidence to make the next decision.

The four tests carry straight across.


	Relevant: does this change a decision I have to make?

	Accurate: has the client confirmed it, or am I assuming?

	Representative: does my contact’s opinion represent what the wider company needs in order to approve the purchase? Maya’s contact was friendly and helpful, but he couldn’t speak for the finance director.

	Contextualised: do I know the history, the constraints, the trigger for acting now and the alternatives, including doing nothing?





A better question

Most sellers, most of the time, ask:


“What else do we need to know?”



That question has no end. There is always something else to find out, so it’s easy to keep going and call it diligence.

Try this one instead:


“What decision are we trying to make, and what do we need to know to make it?”



And then, the one I find most useful:


“What decision are we currently unable to make because we don’t know enough?”



That last question changes how you work. It points you straight at the gaps that matter, and away from the ones that don’t.

It also changes what good discovery looks like. Good discovery isn’t about collecting the most information. It’s about finding the minimum sufficient information you need to make the next important decision with confidence.

Two ways of working look like this:








	Volume-led
	Decision-led





	More questions, more requirements, more stakeholders, more documents
	Relevant evidence, checked assumptions, known dependencies



	Progress is measured by how much has been collected
	Progress is measured by how much uncertainty has been removed





Notice what “sufficient” doesn’t mean. It doesn’t mean perfect. In a real deal you will never have perfect information, and waiting for it would be its own mistake. It means enough reliable information for this decision, with the remaining uncertainty understood and managed.

It also means the amount you need isn’t fixed. You don’t need to know everything to decide whether a first conversation is worthwhile. You need far more to put a proposal in front of the people who approve the purchase. The more you commit, the more you need to be sure of. Later in the book we call that level the bar, and we’ll show how to set it at each stage of a deal.



What you don’t know matters as much as what you do

New sellers often feel pressure to look as though they have everything under control. The sellers who make better decisions do something different: they are deliberate about what they don’t know.

That means three habits:


	Name the gaps. Write down what you don’t know, as clearly as what you do.

	Tie each gap to a decision. Which decision does this unknown stop you making?

	Rank the questions. Ask first the ones that unblock the most important decision.



The aim isn’t to accumulate information. It is to build enough reliable understanding to make better decisions, reduce uncertainty and commit your time, and your company’s resources, with confidence.



What this book gives you

The rest of this book gives you a simple method for doing exactly that. We call it the Arrowhead.

It has three parts, Who, What and How, and it looks at both sides of every deal: your client and your own company. Each part has to pass one blunt test, “So what?”, so the picture narrows towards the decision that matters. And as the deal moves forward, you check what you’ve learned with the client, so that what you know gets sharper, from an assumption to something they have confirmed.

That’s why the book is called Zero In. Each conversation should leave you closer to the point.

The Arrowhead doesn’t replace your CRM, your company’s stage gates, or well-known methods like MEDDPICC. It helps you decide what matters inside them, and when you know enough to move on, or to walk away.



Try this before chapter 2

Pick one live deal. Take five minutes and write down:


	The next decision you have to make on it.

	What you know that supports that decision.

	What you don’t know.

	Which of those unknowns actually blocks the decision.



You may find that the list of what you don’t know is longer than you expected, and more useful than the list of what you do.



Key points


	Information isn’t the same as understanding. Activity isn’t the same as progress.

	Good discovery finds the minimum sufficient information to make the next important decision with confidence.

	Ask “What decision are we currently unable to make because we don’t know enough?”

	Be deliberate about what you don’t know, and tie every gap to a decision.

	The more you commit, the more you need to be sure of.







Chapter 2: The Arrowhead at a glance

Chapter 1 ended with a question: “What decision are we currently unable to make because we don’t know enough?”

That question is only useful if you know where to look for the answer. Without a shape to hang information on, you end up back where Maya started: plenty of notes, no clear picture.

This chapter gives you the shape. It’s called the Arrowhead, and the whole book is built on it. You can take in the full picture in about five minutes. The rest of the book is where it earns its keep.


Why a shape?

Most sales frameworks give you a list. Fill in the fields, tick the boxes, move to the next stage. Lists are useful, and you’ll still need yours. The trouble is that a list treats every item as equal, and every item as either done or not done.

Real deals aren’t like that. Some things you know well and some you’ve only guessed. Some matter a great deal right now and some won’t matter until much later. Try managing that with a list!

Shaping gives that flexibility, detail and evolving context. The Arrowhead narrows from left to right, from the wide, open questions at the start of a deal to the single, specific proposal at the end. Everything you learn either helps it narrow or it doesn’t belong.



Three parts: Who, What, How

Read the Arrowhead from left to right.


[image: The Arrowhead: Client and Company strands, each running through Who and What, converge into How. Affirmation loops back from How.]
The Arrowhead: Client and Company strands, each running through Who and What, converge into How. Affirmation loops back from How.

Who is the people and organisations involved.

What is the problem to be solved, and the thing that solves it.

How is the approach that connects the two.

Each of those has two sides, and this is the first thing that’s different from most methods.



Two halves: your client and your company

Most sales training is about understanding the client. That matters, and we’ll spend plenty of time on it. Half of the picture is missing, though. A deal is a match between two parties, so you need to understand both.

The top half of the Arrowhead is the Client. The bottom half is your Company. Who and What exist on both sides. How is a single block where the two halves meet.


Who

Client (top half): Do they fit, and who really decides?

Company (bottom half): Who are we, and who are we not for?




What

Client (top half): What problem is costing them, and why now?

Company (bottom half): What do we have that truly solves it?




How

Client (top half): One shared block: the approach that fixes the problem.



Each block opens up a question most sellers never get round to asking. Here’s a taste of what’s coming.


	Client Who. Who actually approves the purchase, and what do they care about? I first came across this in Chip and Dan Heath’s Switch, which describes the mind as a rider on an elephant: the rider reasons, the elephant feels, and the elephant usually decides where you go. Your buyer needs a logical case and a reason to feel good about it. This is the block where Maya came unstuck (Chapter 3).

	Client What. What is the problem really costing them, what have they already tried, and what happens if they do nothing? That last question is the most under-asked in sales. If nothing much happens, you don’t have a deal (Chapter 3).

	Company Who. Why does your company exist (Simon Sinek’s “Why”), and who is it not for? This is the block most sellers skip, and it causes more damage than you’d expect. New sellers can’t always get this handed to them, so Chapter 4 shows where to find it.

	Company What. Which of your products genuinely solve this problem, and which don’t? Plenty of sellers describe what they’d like to sell rather than what fits (Chapter 4).

	How. What do we propose, and what difference will it realistically make? A good How is the result of everything to its left. If Who and What are thin, How is a guess (Chapter 5).





The test that makes it narrow: “So what?”

Here’s what turns a diagram into a method.

Every block has to pass the same blunt test. For anything you’ve learned, ask: so what? Does this change a decision I have to make?

If you can’t answer, the information is interesting but it isn’t helping. Park it, or drop it.

This is what makes the shape narrow. Without the test, the Arrowhead would be a very wide box. With it, only what bears on the decision survives each step, and your picture of the deal gets sharper as it goes.

It’s the same test as in Chapter 1. Data is useful when it’s relevant. Discovery is useful when it changes a decision. You’ll meet the five places the test applies as we go through the blocks.



How sure are you? Assumed, Heard, Affirmed

Knowing a fact and being sure of it are different things. Most seller notes treat them as the same, and that’s where deals go wrong.

So the Arrowhead gives every block a level of confidence. There are three:


Assumed

What it means: It’s your own belief, from research or experience, before anyone has told you.

Example: “Companies like this usually care about reducing churn.”




Heard

What it means: The client has told you, but you haven’t checked you understood.

Example: The contact mentions churn is a concern.




Affirmed

What it means: You’ve played it back, and the client has confirmed it or corrected it.

Example: “So the real target is cutting churn by two points this year. Is that right?” “Yes, and the board wants it by October.”



Most sellers sit at Assumed or Heard for far too long, and treat both as if they were Affirmed. Moving up a level means going back to the client and checking. We call that affirmation, and it’s built into the method, not bolted on. As the deal moves forward you keep returning to the




How much do you need? The bar and the gap







One page: the canvas





Maya, again






































What comes next



	Chapter 3 covers the client: who they are, how they buy, and what the problem really costs them.

	Chapter 4 turns the lens on your own company, which is the half most sellers never look at.

	Chapter 5 brings the two together into a How, and shows how affirmation keeps it honest.

	Chapter 6 covers the bar, the gap, and the discipline of qualifying out.

	Chapter 7 follows a deal from first contact to close.

	Chapter 8 puts it all on a canvas you can use on Monday.

	Chapter 9 shows where this comes from, because none of it is invented from nothing. The Arrowhead borrows from methods you may already know, such as MEDDPICC, SPIN and Command of the Message. It doesn’t replace them. It gives you a simple way to see what each one is trying to tell you, and when you know enough to move.




Try this before chapter 3





Key points


	The Arrowhead is a shape that narrows: Who, then What, then How.

	It has two halves, your client and your company, meeting at How.

	Every block has to pass the “So what?” test, and that is what makes the shape narrow.

	Every fact sits at one of three levels: Assumed, Heard or Affirmed. Moving up means checking with the client.

	The bar is what you need for the decision in front of you. The gap is where you fall short, and every gap is a blocked decision.

	A one-page canvas turns all of this into something you can use in a real conversation.
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