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			The burdens that make us groan and sweat,

			The troubles that make us fume and fret,

			Are the things that haven’t happened yet.

			—George W. Bain
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				PREFACE

			

			A Unique Moment in Time

			If there’s one study that is the envy of every sales researcher, it’s the groundbreaking work done by Professor Neil Rackham and his team, as profiled in the book SPIN Selling.[1] Twelve years to complete. Thirty-five thousand sales calls observed. One hundred and sixteen unique factors assessed for their potential impact on sales outcomes. More than one million dollars ($2.3 million in today’s dollars) spent on the study. For more than thirty years, this study has been considered the gold standard of sales research. It was a study so broad, so deep, and so resource-intensive that nobody dared to even ask if it could be repeated, let alone surpassed.

			It wasn’t the number of calls studied or the number of variables in the study that was the challenge. Advances in big data analytics, machine learning, and GPU-powered processing have made it possible to study much larger data sets and to consider far more factors than Rackham’s team had. The issue has always been that many sales conversations—especially the most pivotal ones— take place in the customer’s office. Collecting the data therefore meant committing to traveling the world to actually sit in on those sales meetings and observe what was happening. No organization would sponsor a study like that given the cost, time, and resources required—and especially given the uncertain outcomes of such an undertaking.

			But something interesting and altogether surprising happened in the spring of 2020. As the world went into lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic, all sales became virtual—literally overnight.

			For sales researchers like ourselves, this represented a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

			Partnering with several dozen companies, our research team went to work collecting millions of sales conversations recorded on platforms like Zoom, Teams, and Webex as well as the dozens of bespoke recording platforms used by companies all over the world. Using automatic speech recognition, we turned the unstructured audio from these recordings into unstructured text. Then, using a machine learning platform from a conversation intelligence company called Tethr, we brought structure to that data, tagging more than 8,300 unique factors across those sales calls. Finally, we did the math to determine which of these factors drive sales performance and which do not.

			And what emerged from this analysis was a story that was entirely unexpected.

		

	
		
			
				INTRODUCTION

			

			Stuck

			For as long as sales training has been delivered and sales books have been written, there’s been one singular objective we’ve all been focused on: How do we overcome the customer’s status quo?

			Focusing on the customer’s status quo makes perfect sense. After all, it’s a formidable enemy—one that salespeople lose to all the time. Human beings have a deep-seated bias for things to remain as they are. And customers, we all know, will regularly pass on pursuing opportunities that have been clearly demonstrated to make them better off.

			It should come as no surprise, then, that companies have spent untold amounts of time and money on sales training, coaching, and enablement in order to help salespeople overcome the customer’s status quo. Sales organizations equip their reps with better scripting, tighter value proposition messaging, customer case studies, reviews, testimonials, proof points, ROI calculators, and objection-handling techniques—all designed to help the customer get over the hump, to get them to say yes to their offers and no to doing more of the same.

			Of course, there is no shortage of opinions as to how to do this. Some say it’s about building trust while others argue it’s about diagnosing needs. In fact, we wrote about this very problem in The Challenger Sale more than a decade ago. In that research, we discovered that the best sellers—Challengers—bring disruptive, provocative insights that reframe the customer’s thinking as to how to make money, save money, or mitigate risk. What these gifted reps had figured out was that the way to get the customer to move forward is to show them that “the pain of same is worse than the pain of change.”

			But that is not what this book is about.

			This book is about a newer, more nefarious, and seemingly intractable problem facing salespeople today: What happens when the customer agrees that the status quo is unacceptable, that yours is the only solution that can help them attain their objectives, that the whole buying committee is on board . . . and you still lose?

			This sort of thing happens more often than you might think.

			In our research, we found that anywhere between 40 percent and 60 percent of deals today end up stalled in “no decision” limbo. To be clear, these are customers who go through the entire sales process—consuming valuable seller time and organizational resources, perhaps even engaging in extended pilots or proof-of-concept trials—only to end up not crossing the finish line.

			What is a salesperson to do in this situation—when they’ve overcome the customer’s status quo, won the battle for competitive differentiation, gotten the customer to say they want their company’s solution . . . and yet, they still don’t buy? What playbook do they follow when their hard-fought deal ends up in the wasteland of inaction—when the sale ends not with a signature but with the customer saying they “still need to think about it”?

			Our research shows that they do what they’ve been taught to do for years.

			When customers balk and start to get cold feet, sellers tend to go back to the well. They assume it must be because they haven’t successfully overcome the customer’s status quo. Perhaps the customer doesn’t fully appreciate the problem that their solution is designed to solve. Or maybe they don’t yet see enough daylight between their company’s solution and that of the competition. So, salespeople break out their arsenal of tools to prove to the customer the many ways their solutions will help them win. And, when push comes to shove, they dial up the FUD—or, fear, uncertainty, and doubt—to tap into the customer’s fear of missing out. They show the customer what they stand to lose by not making this purchase today. They try to create a burning platform that the customer has no choice but to abandon.

			And yet, our research also shows—in very stark terms—that none of this works. In fact, these time-honored sales tactics that have been passed on from leader to manager to seller for decades aren’t just unproductive; they’re actually counterproductive to the goal of getting the customer off the fence.

			But why?

			This is the question our research team spent more than a year trying to answer.

			And in the process, we discovered something truly surprising. The status quo—which salespeople have always been taught is their biggest, if not only, enemy—actually isn’t either of those things.

			Our research reveals that losing to the status quo is actually one of two possible reasons a deal can be lost to inaction and is, in fact, the less menacing of the two. While the customer’s preference for the status quo is, no doubt, a significant obstacle that every salesperson must overcome if they wish to sell anything, there is a second, more challenging obstacle that remains even after the status quo has been defeated: the customer’s own inability to make a decision.

			What makes customer indecision such a dangerous threat to salespeople?

			First, indecision has a more powerful grip on the customer’s mind than any preference they may have for the status quo. Preference for the status quo is driven by a set of human biases that, simply stated, lead customers to want things to remain as they are. Customer indecision, however, is driven by a separate and distinct psychological effect called the omission bias, which is the customer’s desire to avoid making a mistake. And of the two, it is the omission bias that represents the more difficult obstacle for the salesperson to overcome. In fact, statistically speaking, customer indecision accounts for more of the deals lost to inaction than any preference for the status quo. Customers, it turns out, are much less worried about missing out than they are about messing up.

			Second, indecision is extremely difficult for salespeople to detect. While customers are perfectly comfortable stating their preference for the status quo—that they believe the way they do things today is perfectly fine or that they don’t see the vendor’s solution as a more compelling alternative—the same cannot be said of indecision. Because it is driven by deeply personal fears, indecision is not something that customers openly discuss with salespeople. In fact, it’s often something customers aren’t even aware they’re struggling with at all. Yet, our data shows that it is everywhere. Nearly 87 percent of sales opportunities contain either moderate or high levels of indecision. And it is toxic: as indecision increases, win rates plummet.

			Third, the drivers of indecision are getting worse as the customer buying environment changes. The customer’s preference for the status quo is a constant, monolithic obstacle in sales; it has gotten neither better nor worse with time. Customers today are just as likely to prefer the status quo as customers were twenty years ago or will be twenty years from now. But indecision has a set of discrete psychological drivers that are fueled by environmental factors beyond our control. As the number of options available to customers increases, as the amount of information available to research those options expands, and as the cost and risk of vendor solutions continues to rise, so too does the propensity for customers to become indecisive and, ultimately, do nothing.

			The final reason that indecision poses such an enormous challenge to today’s salesperson is perhaps the most troubling: salespeople themselves are unknowingly contributing to the problem. Because the conventional wisdom is that the status quo is the salesperson’s biggest competitor, reps have only ever been sent into battle with one playbook. But overcoming indecision requires a fundamentally different approach from what is used to beat the status quo. Where overcoming the status quo is about dialing up the fear of not purchasing, overcoming indecision is about dialing down the fear of purchasing. And, if the wrong playbook is applied in a pursuit, our research shows that it can backfire dramatically. When sellers use the status quo playbook on a customer who is, in fact, struggling with indecision, they actually make the customer more indecisive, therefore increasing the odds that the deal will end up stalling out and dying on the vine. Yet, for the salesperson who has been taught to believe that their only real enemy is the status quo, that playbook becomes their hammer and every hesitant customer looks like a nail.

			So how are sellers supposed to fight an enemy they’ve never been taught to recognize and never been equipped to defeat?

			Here, we do what we have always done: we look to what star salespeople have already figured out on their own. Research over the years has shown that the best reps have a knack for figuring out new approaches to systemic problems when no playbook exists. They’re gifted at adapting to new challenges and overcoming whatever stands in their way. Researchers often refer to this as the “lead steer effect”: the leaders in the group change direction as they spot new obstacles and opportunities and the rest of the herd follows. So, if you want to know what everybody will be doing in the future, look to what the leaders are doing now.

			Neil Rackham’s seminal book SPIN Selling told the story of how top sellers had figured out how to sell more complex solutions to their customers, years before any sales organization was training its reps on solution-selling techniques. In The Challenger Sale, we explored how top performers deal with the problem of customers learning on their own, engaging sellers very late, and forcing them to compete on price—a problem that has only become worse in recent years. And in The Challenger Customer, we shared research on how the best reps navigate another obstacle confounding today’s sellers: the propensity of customers to bring more and more stakeholders to the table to weigh in on a purchase decision.

			Perhaps not surprisingly, high performers have also developed a playbook for overcoming customer indecision and winning this decisive aspect of the sale—despite never having been taught how to do so.

			In a first-of-its-kind study, our research team used machine learning to study millions of sales conversations across industries. The result: a new playbook, based on four unique behaviors that high performers use for navigating and overcoming customer indecision. This isn’t just a case of stars being stars, executing standard sales techniques at a higher level. Instead, many of these behaviors are actually contrary to the status quo playbook that has been taught and reinforced by sales trainers for years.

			Together, they form a new playbook—which we call the JOLT method—that is purpose-built for overcoming customer indecision.

			For sales leaders, managers, and reps, this is a problem absolutely worth solving. It’s no overstatement to say that figuring out a way to overcome customer indecision—to close the gap between “I want” and “I did”—represents the single greatest opportunity to inflect growth for the average business.

			Over the course of this book, we’ll share with you our research regarding the impact of customer indecision on sales, the social science that explains why the status quo playbook backfires when used to combat indecision, the “flavors” of customer indecision salespeople will encounter in the market, the corresponding high-performer behaviors for overcoming them, and the guidance for how to implement the JOLT method in your own sales organization.

			We hope you’ll read on, that you’ll be as surprised and encouraged by our findings as we were, and, most importantly, that you’ll find a new pathway to greater levels of sales performance than you ever thought possible.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ONE

			

			The Inaction Paradox

			Sometimes the smallest event can change the whole course of a massive, planned undertaking in very unexpected ways.

			This is exactly what happened to us.

			Early on in our study—as the findings came pouring out of our machine learning platform and we were struggling to make sense of what they were telling us—we accepted an invitation to sit in on a pipeline review with a sales leader we’d known for years and whose sales instincts we deeply respected. This person had cut her teeth selling mainframe computers and networking equipment back in the day and today runs one of the largest and most successful sales organizations in the cloud computing industry.

			The pipeline review started innocuously enough, but then something curious happened. An experienced rep who had forecast a big deal to close for the last two quarters—but had instead seen it continue to slip—was being grilled about the opportunity. The rep seemed to have done everything right. He’d taught the customer about an unseen opportunity that only the company’s solution could address. He’d helped them execute a successful proof of concept that won over the technical users in the organization. He’d managed to convince a skeptical buying committee—proving the ROI of the solution and defending the company’s unique differentiators and value proposition. His buyer told him that they were ready to move forward.

			But then, suddenly, the deal went cold. Weeks turned into months and months into quarters. The customer went from frequent and robust conversations with the rep to offering only curt replies, often days after emails had been sent. In the last email the rep had received, the customer said, “Priorities here are shifting. We should probably pick this conversation up again next year.” What had once seemed like a sure thing now seemed to be another deal about to be lost to inaction. The discussion in the pipeline review was whether to “kill for cause” or keep putting time and resources into pursuing it.

			Then, the head of sales asked a question that took us all by surprise.

			“Do you think the customer is committed to maintaining their status quo or just indecisive about changing it?” she asked.

			“I’m not sure I follow,” the rep replied. “What’s the difference?”

			“Actually, quite a lot,” she said.

			And just like that, our entire study took on new meaning. As soon as we hung up the phone, our team went to work, poring over the data to test her assertion.

			From the very first pass through the data, it was clear that something very strange was going on in the sales calls we had collected—something we hadn’t expected or even thought to look for before that pipeline review: an overwhelming number of customers who said that they were ready to buy ended up as lost opportunities for the salesperson.

			The Real Enemy in Sales

			There has always been a wide range of opinions about the best way to sell, but there has never been any disagreement that the customer’s status quo is every salesperson’s biggest competitor.

			While there are plenty of other vendors and suppliers out there that a salesperson must contend with, they all pale in comparison to the threat posed by the customer’s desire for things to remain as they are and their deep-seated aversion to change. For this reason, sales organizations have poured time and resources into equipping their salespeople to defeat the status quo. It’s the focus of nearly every sales training session, coaching one-on-one, and pep talk delivered to sellers. It’s the enemy that every piece of content—from messaging to case studies to proof points and ROI calculators—is focused on. It’s no overstatement to say that beating the status quo has become the singular rallying cry for nearly every sales organization on earth.

			It would therefore stand to reason that in sales, when a deal ends up stalling out, lost to inaction, the only possible explanation is that the salesperson has failed to break the gravitational pull of the customer’s status quo.

			And yet, this is not what we found.

			When we look at all of the deals in our study that ended up marked as lost to “no decision,” a completely different picture from the one that has been painted for salespeople emerges. While the customer’s preference for the status quo is a big competitor, it is not the only reason a deal can end up lost in this way. Instead, we found that there is a second reason: the customer’s own inability to make a decision. Or, put simply, customer indecision (see Figure 1.1).

			But even more surprisingly, of these two drivers, it is indecision that accounts for more of these losses than the status quo. Across all of the deals we studied, we found that only 44 percent of deals that end up lost to inaction are due to the customer’s preference for the status quo—either not believing that things are bad enough to change or not agreeing that the vendor’s solution represents a more compelling alternative. But 56 percent of the time, the customer expresses a desire to abandon their status quo and move forward in a new way with the vendor’s solution but, for one reason or another, is unwilling or unable to make a decision and commit (see sidebar “How We Did the Research”).
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					FIGURE 1.1: Breakdown of losses to inaction by root cause

				
			
			For salespeople who have grown up being taught that the status quo is their biggest competitor, the idea that the customer’s preference for the status quo accounts for less than half of losses due to inaction is as shocking as it is troubling. Readers are likely to ask the obvious question—How do we overcome customer indecision?—and, to be clear, this will be our focus for the rest of this book. But in order to appreciate the importance of overcoming indecision, we need to first understand how it differs, in fundamental ways, from a preference for the status quo.

			
				HOW WE DID THE RESEARCH

				To better understand how the best sellers combat indecision, our research team at Tethr, a conversation intelligence software company, used a combination of automatic speech recognition, natural language processing, and machine learning to study more than 2.5 million sales calls from dozens of companies across a variety of industries, representing both simple transactional sales (which were often inbound) and highly complex “solution sales” (which were largely outbound). It’s worth briefly explaining how we did this research, as the idea of analyzing 2.5 million sales calls can seem unfathomable.

				Working with our participant companies, we were able to collect large samples of recorded sales calls. Some of the companies in our study used platforms like Zoom, Teams, or Webex to record their sales calls. Others that operate in more traditional call center settings (e.g., inside sales groups) recorded calls centrally using a recording platform. Regardless of the format, we took the unstructured audio recordings these companies sent us and, using a transcription engine, converted them into unstructured text. Then, to bring structure to the data, we used a machine learning platform to identify when and where certain behaviors, actions, or “events” occurred in the calls. For example, we trained the platform to identify any situation in which a customer expressed price concern or when a rep diagnosed customer needs. Collectively, we taught the machine to identify several hundred such concepts.

				Identifying nuanced concepts in unstructured text is complicated. Take, for instance, a customer expressing a concern or objection to the price of a vendor’s offering. If you think about it, there are hundreds of possible ways a person could say “I think it’s too expensive.” The key is to train the machine to identify all of the phrases, utterances, and articulations that could be expressed and to teach it to tell the difference between an utterance that is an accurate reflection of price concern (e.g., “That’s too rich for my blood!”) and one that isn’t (e.g., “Boy, that’s rich coming from you!”). For several years, the team at Tethr has been working on honing the training set used by its machine learning platform in order to produce results that hit at an extremely high level of accuracy—effectively minimizing instances of false positives (i.e., when the machine says it’s spotted a concept but, in fact, what it spotted isn’t an accurate representation of that concept) and false negatives (i.e., when the machine missed a given concept because it was articulated in a way that it had not been trained to recognize). Without doing this, you end up with a “garbage in, garbage out” problem, the underlying data used in the analysis is rendered unreliable, and, therefore, the conclusions are flawed. Once the machine spots any relevant event in the sales conversations we studied, it tagged when and where it occurred in the dialogue. We also factored in combinations or “sequences” of variables and added in several real-valued variables as well (e.g., sales rep talk time, silence time, interruptions, and overtalk).[1] Each of these could then be studied as an independent variable in our model.

				For each call in our study, we were also provided with the “outcome” variable by the participating company—namely, did the sale ultimately close or not—as well as data about the seller’s level of performance relative to his or her peers in the organization. For companies selling complex solutions, the “sale” will involve multiple calls across an often lengthy sales process, so we collected data across a time range that was long enough to allow for a sales cycle to be completed—and then added buffers on either end to ensure we were casting as broad a net as possible.

				Putting this all together, we ended up with a massive regression model where we could say—with tremendous accuracy—what exactly happened in the sales conversation to drive the outcome we were studying. In total, the model calculated partial correlations for more than 8,300 independent variables with a dependent variable of a “closed sale.” The final model proved to accurately predict outcomes more than 85 percent of the time. Once built, we tested the model against our larger data set of roughly 2.5 million sales calls.

			
			The Gravitational Pull of the Status Quo

			As our pipeline story illustrates, it can feel to sellers that losing to the status quo and losing to indecision are one and the same. After all, they result in an identical outcome—the customer failing to take action—and can therefore be hard for salespeople to tell apart. But our research and several decades of social science tell us, in no uncertain terms, that they could not be any more different. And assuming that they are one and the same is an extremely costly mistake for a salesperson.

			Status quo bias is, simply put, a person’s desire for things to remain as they are. Decades of research in the fields of cognitive psychology and behavioral economics—and the experiences of sellers in every market and industry the world over—teach us that this bias has a tremendous hold on us as human beings. In fact, researchers have found that people will opt for the status quo even when presented with options that entail low switching costs and would clearly make them better off. In the late 1980s, for example, economists William Samuelson and Richard Zeckhauser ran a series of experiments involving employees at Harvard University selecting their health benefits plans. They found that even when presented with a far superior plan with a better deductible and premium, more tenured employees tended to stick with the plans they had already chosen (compared to new employees who disproportionately chose the better plan from the menu of options).[2]

			This happens for a few reasons, but the primary one is that change requires effort, and the unfortunate news—especially for salespeople whose job it is to sell change—is that people are genetically engineered to be lazy. Decades of research in the fields of biomedical physiology and kinesiology have demonstrated that the “principal of energy conservation” is hardwired into all animals, including humans. We are wired to choose the path of least resistance in any activity, choosing to minimize energy expenditure whenever possible. One fascinating study by physiologist Jessica Selinger and her colleagues showed that when fitted with a special leg brace that made normal walking more difficult, participants’ nervous systems reflexively adjusted their gait to minimize caloric burn and exertion—without the participants themselves even being aware that it was happening.[3] So, finding the path of least resistance is something we do without even thinking about it. It takes a lot to get us to change.

			The pull of the status quo becomes even more pronounced when we feel like we’ve passed up on better options in the past. Once somebody has a track record of passing up on better options, it makes it even less likely that they will act on an objectively good option that is sitting right in front of them—something behavioral economists call “inaction inertia.” Realtors see this all the time. When buyers pass up or miss out on their dream home, it colors their perception of every other home they look at even if, in absolute terms, any of these other options represent a better situation than the buyer’s current housing.

			Salespeople are very familiar with status quo bias and encounter it all the time with customers. In our study, we found countless examples of customers falling back on the status quo as a reason not to move forward. Specifically, we found three flavors of status quo bias. The first type is when the customer expresses an actual preference for how they do things already. “This solution is interesting,” said one customer, “although, I have to be honest, we’ve been pretty happy with our current provider.” Another pointed out how much they’d already invested in building their current homegrown solution: “We’ve poured a ton of resources into building our own tool in-house. Granted, yours has a fair amount of capability that ours doesn’t, but the powers that be won’t like the idea of junking what we built.”

			The second type of status quo preference we found is when the customer doesn’t agree that the supplier’s solution represents a compelling enough alternative. One customer stated bluntly, “I’m not seeing much difference between your offering and the software we use now.” Others were more diplomatic but just as clear that they weren’t buying what the rep was selling: “I really appreciate the time you’ve spent with our team and I find what you guys are doing to be really interesting. It’s going to take a lot for us to switch providers, but we should keep the dialogue going. The product road map vision you painted is very exciting.”

			Finally, some customers will agree that their “A state” is suboptimal and that the “B state” the vendor is pitching is much more compelling but will still revert back to their status quo because of their concern about the change involved. One customer said, “If you could wave a magic wand and get us from our current platform to yours instantly, this would be a slam dunk.” Another expressed concerns that their department was short-staffed and it would be challenging to take on a project like what the vendor was proposing before they were back to full strength. And for another customer, the “baggage” of an earlier project that ended up taking twice as long as they were told by the vendor colored his perception of taking on similar initiatives, something he readily admitted was unfair, but still a reason his company was going to stand pat with their status quo: “In our experience, these things always end up taking at least twice as long as we’re told. It’s probably our own fault that this happens and I know it’s not fair to hold it against you, but there’s some skepticism around here when it comes to these sorts of implementations.”

			But the customer’s preference for the status quo—as troublesome as it can be for sales reps to contend with—is still not the primary reason that deals end up lost to inaction. The bigger reason, we now know from
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