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DISCovery IS DeaD anD 
not a part of InSIght 

SellIng
not exactly.  unless you are blessed with products that really do “sell themselves”, you 

are going to need to do discovery to understand, for example, the political environment 

for the decision you are trying to influence, the consequences to maintaining the status 

quo, the customer’s current perspective on their situation, the different people involved in 

the decision, the customer’s decision priorities and processes, etc.  information such as 

this is vitally important to establishing a selling strategy that will provide advantage.

what is likely on the way out, or already gone, however, is customer’s quiet tolerance for 

two different kinds of discovery – the formulaic and the foolish.

formulaic Discovery is that which asks questions the answers to which are obvious; i.e., 

“if i could show you a way to cut your operating costs in half, would you be interested?” 

or are standards that are as old as dirt and that are overused, i.e., “so what kinds of 

things keep you up at night?”.

foolish Discovery is that which asks questions the answers to which are available in plain 

sight, on the web, by anyone with a browser and a few minutes of effort, i.e., “so, how 

did you folks do last quarter?, and “ who do you see as your largest competitors in this 

market?”.
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thIS IS a new SaleS proCeSS
no, not really new and not actually a sales process.  first, great sales people have been 

helping customer’s to change their perspective on their situation, to see it from a different 

angle, for many, many years.  the research work by the corporate executive board 

and the publishing of the book, the challenger sale has focused more attention on the 

increasing relevance of this importance, given the near universal prevalence of the self-

educating customer.  

insight selling is perhaps best viewed, not as a complete sales process, but as a strategic 

option for you to consider using within a particular sales campaign.  

clearly there is more work to be done by the sales team once the customer has received 

the insight and altered their perspective – there are proof points to be made, other 

individuals to get involved in the process, competitive moves to be countered, terms 

and conditions to be negotiated, etc.   successful insights will help the customer change 

their point of view, but there’s much more that needs to be done in order to get the 

commitment from the customer company and close the business.

in addition, and the ceb people are even clear on this, insight selling is not something 

that you want to default to in every sales campaign.  

in some campaigns, the customer’s perspective when you meet them aligns perfectly 

with your relative strengths – you certainly won’t want to disrupt this! 

in others, you won’t always be able to find a unique competitive advantage of your 

company that is relevant to this customer.  

you still have to run the sales campaign; you just need to find a better strategy to provide 

you an advantage that helps you win.

http://www.jackbkeenan.com/
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the InSIght IS to be 
founD In the proDuCt 

offerIng
rarely is this the case.

you do need to connect the insight to a unique advantage that your offering provides – 

and product functionality is surely one, but not the only place to look for that advantage.  

people need to be willing to look beyond product for their advantage.  service and 

support, design capabilities, domain expertise of your staff, business model – there are 

many places to look for your unique advantage.

but it is the rare case where the insight is found in the product itself. you may find your 

advantage in your product, but rarely will you find the insight there.

oddly, in those cases where the insight is in the product – where the product is highly 

differentiated, i.e., twice the performance at half the cost – you really don’t need to go to 

the extra effort of insight selling.  show them the product, and make the sale.

in our experience with insight selling, the insight you help a customer develop is almost 

always going to be found in a shift in that customer’s perspective on their problem or 

potential situation.

http://www.jackbkeenan.com/
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InSIght IS a 
preSentatIon, I .e. ,  the 
CoMMerCIal teaChIng 

pItCh
many people want to immediately start down the path of putting together a power point 

presentation as their commercial teaching pitch.

while power point might be involved, or an excel spreadsheet or a whiteboard drawing, 

none are necessarily involved.

if you can think back to a time when a conversation with someone changed the way 

you thought about an issue, it was more likely the conversation – the back and forth 

in the conversation – that got you to reflect upon your beliefs and to begin thinking a 

different way. in addition, you likely took the experience of that conversation in which you 

participated and considered it offline.

Delivering a “pitch” to a person or a group might get you to a place where a customer 

reconsiders their current perspective – it has happened.

we do believe, however, that you are much more likely to find success with interactive, 

exploratory conversations, with new models that customers can apply themselves – on 

their own – to their situation in order to better understand it in a different way and with 

short, third party stories of how other customers in similar situations came to a new and 

different understanding of their situation.

http://www.jackbkeenan.com/
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InSIght IS all about 
provIng the objeCtIve, 

logICal, fInanCIal 
aDvantage of takIng 
the new perSpeCtIve.

most of what is known about human and group decision making suggests this strategy in 

isolation will limit your impact and in some cases work against you.

in fact, much of what is known about how people make decisions suggests that 

emotions play more of a role in decision making than many of us fully understand.

the strategy of rational drowning – flooding the customer with factual and financial data – 

suggests that data alone will cause people to change their perspective.

a recent study from the fortune knowledge group and gyro has found it is just the 

opposite. while a majority of senior business executives believe that data is an important 

tool when making business decisions, it is subjective factors such as company culture, 

values and reputation that truly play the pivotal role.

the study, entitled Only Human: The Emotional Logic of Business Decisions, surveyed 

720 senior business executives (88% of which had director-level titles or higher) in may 

and june of 2014.

“with more information comes more complexity,” said jed hartman, group publisher 

worldwide of time, fortune and money, who oversees the fortune knowledge 

group. “business decision makers are, of course, using data to their benefit. however 

when looking to select a business partner, it is clear that emotion plays a vital role. 

http://www.jackbkeenan.com/


Decision makers do not just want a partner who looks good on paper. they want to create a relationship that can lead to a successful, long-

term partnership. as with any relationship, aspects like values, reputation, trust and emotion come to the forefront.”

there is also another human bias to consider that is called “confirmation bias” – the tendency that people have to respond differently to data 

that confirms their belief than that which refutes their beliefs.

in fact, and there is a good body of research data to support this, it is well accepted that trying too hard to convince someone that a 

previously held belief is incorrect has been proven to actually increase their affinity for the original belief.  

called “position polarization” by psychologists, the more important or closely held is the original belief, the more likely that more and more 

data alone will drive the person to hold even more firmly onto that original belief and discount any data or evidence to the contrary.  

the “rational drowning” technique, in isolation, might not get you where you want to go.

some of the latest findings in neuroscience support that notion that we consider the importance of emotional argument and appeals if we 

want to help someone change their perspective or point of view.

for example, a few years ago, neuroscientist antonio Damasio made a groundbreaking discovery. 

(you can see his teD talk here:

https://www.ted.com/talks/antonio_damasio_the_quest_to_understand_consciousness)

he studied people with damage in the part of the brain where emotions are generated. he found that they seemed normal, except that they 

were not able to feel emotions. but they all had something peculiar in common: they couldn’t make decisions. they could describe what they 

should be doing in logical terms, yet they found it very difficult to make even simple decisions, such as what to eat. many decisions have pros 

and cons on both sides—shall i have the chicken or the turkey? with no rational way to decide, these test subjects were unable to arrive at a 

decision.

so at the point of decision, emotions are very important for choosing. in fact even with what we believe are logical decisions, the very point of 

choice is arguably always based on emotion.
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InSIght SellIng IS about 
the SaleS teaMS’ SkIll 

anD proCeSS
this is true, but also incomplete, if you have an organization across which you need to scale the 

strategy.

there is real selling skill required here – this is not simply pitching product, but changing peoples’ 

minds.

you need people who can understand the situation and environment in which the customer 

operates, with the discovery skills needed to understand the customer’s current perspective on 

their problem or situation, the persuasive skills in order to help a customer comfortably consider a 

different point of view, the persistence and political skills needed to carry this message throughout 

the customer organization, and the solution understanding to know what unique advantages you 

have that would be relevant to this customer.

yet to scale this strategy, you need more than just sales skill.

you need collaboration between sales and marketing to efficiently scale this across an organization 

of any size.

asking sales reps to independently develop and deploy insight selling is a hugely inefficient 

strategy.  in this situation, each rep is asked to “break the code” on their own, and some are better 

than others here.  in addition, without the collaboration of the marketing and product teams, you 

aren’t taking advantage of the depth of technology and product that can highlight and explain the 

differentiation that provides you the unique advantage in a particular customer situation.

we’ve “broken our pick” on this numerous times, and have reached the firm conclusion that to 

scale this strategy – to develop the content needed to spread a single insight story across the 

customer facing organization, you need sales and marketing working together in collaboration.

http://www.jackbkeenan.com/
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InSIght SellIng 
requIreS uS to be 

DoMaIn expertS
some initially feel that they don’t have the depth of knowledge or the experience in the 

industry to deliver insights to customers whose tenure in their position far exceeds their 

own.

there’s no question that deep domain expertise in the relevant subject matter will make a 

sales person more comfortable with the insight selling strategy.

but domain expertise is not a requirement for effectiveness with insight selling.

sales reps have two advantages that can overcome a perceived deficit in domain 

expertise.

first sales reps often see multiple, and perhaps many, instances of a particular problem 

across their customer base, where the customer may see just one or two.

in addition, across the rep’s organization, there may be dozens of instances where a 

certain problem has been encountered and, if the rep is aware of these instances and 

can tell the customer a story about those experiences, or even a deeper story about one 

or two of those situations in a compelling way, the story itself might be the vehicle that 

starts the customer to rethink their existing perspective on their problem or situation, and 

explore a different way to think about it.

in this situation, the story might start both the sales rep and the customer down a journey 

of mutual discovery and exploration of the benefits of taking a different point of view.

http://www.jackbkeenan.com/
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the IMpaCt of the 
InSIght happenS 

IMMeDIately; aS In the 
“flaSh of InSIght”

most likely not.

a quick look to the dictionary reveals several alternative meanings that suggest that 

‘insight’ is the clear and often sudden understanding of a complex situation.

we also use phrases like the “flash of insight” that suggests that insight produces a rapid 

and complete change of perspective in the moment.

and yet our experience working with these insight strategies for customer decisions 

suggest otherwise.

in almost every case where a client of ours has developed and then delivered a carefully 

crafted and tailored insight message to a customer, the immediate reaction is not 

agreement, but contemplation, followed by internal discussion and more discovery.

rather than jumping on board, the customer takes the insight message back into his 

or her organization, and tries to validate the perspective, first for themselves, and then 

in discussion with other colleagues involved in the issue to see if the new perspective 

here resonates politically.  invariably, this is a slow process, as this new perspective is 

developing in competition with the status quo, which almost always has its own benefits 

and political advocates.

this evolution towards the new perspective takes time, and is almost by definition a 

political process as well in larger organizations, which suggests certain strategic and 

tactical considerations for making the insight really work for you and for the customer.
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Misconceptions 
 

Insight 
Selling

8 Common  

a b o u t

 

D i s c o v e ry  i s  D e a D  a n D  n o t  a  pa r t 
o f  i n s i g h t  s e l l i n g

t h i s  i s  a  n e w  s a l e s  p r o c e s s

t h e  i n s i g h t  i s  t o  b e  f o u n D  i n  t h e 
p r o D u c t  o f f e r i n g

i n s i g h t  i s  a  p r e s e n tat i o n ,  i . e . ,  t h e 
c o m m e r c i a l  t e a c h i n g  p i t c h

i n s i g h t  i s  a l l  a b o u t  p r o v i n g  t h e 
o b j e c t i v e ,  l o g i c a l ,  f i n a n c i a l 
a D va n ta g e  o f  ta k i n g  t h e  n e w 

p e r s p e c t i v e

i n s i g h t  s e l l i n g  i s  a b o u t  t h e  s a l e s 
t e a m s ’  s k i l l  a n D  p r o c e s s

i n s i g h t  s e l l i n g  r e q u i r e s  u s  t o  b e 
D o m a i n  e x p e r t s

t h e  i m pa c t  o f  t h e  i n s i g h t  h a p p e n s 
i m m e D i at e ly;  a s  i n  t h e  “ f l a s h  o f 

i n s i g h t ”

w w w. j a c k b k e e n a n . c o m
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It IS beCoMIng 
InCreaSIngly 

DIffICult for people to 
DIfferentIate theMSelveS 
by what they Sell. 
If you are unwIllIng or 
unable to DIfferentIate 

yourSelf by 
how you Sell, 

then you wIll, by Default, 
enD up DIfferentIatIng 

yourSelf by how MuCh 
you Sell It for.
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