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01.

Introduction

The moments after you lose a deal are some
of the worst in the working life of a salesperson.
You’ve spent close to 12 months trying to
close this deal, and in the space of a quick
phone call or a one-line Dear Vendor…
email, it’s gone. The financial impact, the
time you could have spent on another
opportunity (or with your family) and the
crushing blow to team morale, all sinks in.
But that’s not the worst of it. Now you have
to figure out how to tell your boss that the
deal has fallen through.

The fact is you had a blind spot: there was
someone (or more than one someone) in
that organisation who wasn’t on your side.
Maybe you weren’t able to find out who they
were, what drove them to undermine you,
or couldn’t properly see how they fitted into
the decision-making process. You didn’t fully
understand the office politics at play that
caused that group of people to say “no”.

And here comes the introspection.

While you can’t get the deal back, you can
learn from your mistakes.

What could we have done better?

And that’s what this guide is about.

Was it price?

By better understanding what motivates
decision making, specifically in a group
setting where politics plays its part, you
can get smarter about how you sell. This
guide will examine why the current way
we look at sales is broken, the importance
of understanding group dynamics in
modern enterprises, and how we can
use this understanding to successfully
navigate and close complex, high-value
enterprise deals.

Was it the quality of our products?
Most salespeople will happily fall back on
these overly simplistic reasons to explain
why a deal fell through.
We call bullshit on that. These reasons
might be easier, simpler, neater. But
they’re not usually the truth.

02.

Welcome to the
messy world of
enterprise sales
The world of enterprise sales is complex, and this complexity is only growing: Longer
sales cycles, ever more stakeholders involved in buying decisions, and committeebased sign-offs stand between you and your commission cheque. Further, in an effort to
extract additional savings from vendors, more and more large organisations are roping
in procurement departments1 whose job it is to seek to commoditise your product and
force you down to the lowest price.
The COVID-19 pandemic has only made things harder2. Organisations are aggressively
rethinking budgets, renegotiating existing contracts and pushing for greater governance
over spending decisions.
The only way to outwit, outplay and outlast this treacherous selling landscape is to find
and develop your champions inside the target company that are going to fight your fight
for you.

Now, more than ever, relationships matter.
But your relationships are a decaying asset. Without constant investment, over time, the
strength of any of your relationships is naturally going to decline. Because your ability to
influence, guide and prompt action from people is directly correlated to the strength of
your relationship with them, these waning relationship ties can drastically reduce your
effectiveness as a salesperson.
COVID-19 has considerably sped up this decline. Remote working conditions have
forced salespeople to build relationships through screens and down phone lines. Call us
old school, but a Zoom call is never going to match grabbing a beer, catching a game or a
spontaneous coffee to build the trust we all used to rely on pre-pandemic.
We’re all having to work harder than ever to keep top of mind.
The reality is we need to be more proactive about building, maintaining, nurturing, and
understanding those relationships than ever before.

1
2

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/operations/our-insights/shifting-the-dial-in-procurement
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/risk/our-insights/covid-19-implications-for-business
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We realised no matter how good our offer
was, the deal probably wouldn’t have
come through. And it really highlighted the
fact that deals don’t just get done based
on commercials. They get done based on
relationships.

In a past organisation, we had lost a deal
with a large insurance company. Because
we didn’t have a strong foothold with the
customer, we engaged the technology
partner as a way in. We knew we were a
long shot so we decided to go in at negative
margin upfront on the deal, and use the
rebate we’d get from the vendor to make
some sort of profit.

If we had understood the dynamics a bit
better, we would have approached it very
differently.

The customer came back with a “no” based
on price.

Today I’m asking more questions upfront to
truly understand the dynamics at play. Even
though procurement and IT say they are
the decision-makers, what happens when
their CIO says they want to go elsewhere?
How do they argue the case to their internal
stakeholders?

There we were scratching our heads
wondering how we lost a deal at a negative.
Surely something’s happening that we’re
not aware of.
When we dug a bit deeper, it turns out it
wasn’t price based. It was relationship
based.

Asking those questions opens up more
insight into the business, the decision
making process, and where we have to
engage to win the deal.

We assumed it was procurement who would
be driving the outcome of the bid. We ticked
all the boxes with them in terms of what
the company was looking to achieve but in
the end someone with more power put their
foot down and made the decision.

Mathew Dargham
Account Executive,
Data#3
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Why your sales
funnel leaks
The process of
gradually informing
and then moving
customers along
a sales funnel is
a tried and tested
model. And if you’re
selling mobile
phones, cars or
beauty products,
where there’s a
single decision
maker, this can
work. It’s worked
so well that we’ve
been using it for
almost a century3.
Most people
assume enterprise
sales is the same.
It’s not.

When you’re selling high-ticket items, things are much
more complex. Apart from the modern-day challenges
we’ve already touched on, there are much more
sophisticated, psychological elements at play.
In most organisations, there’s no single decision maker. There
are normally multiple business units, with multiple people
within these, all working together (or not) to make a decision.
Some will be supporters of your brand, product or service,
some may be neutral, and some may be active detractors.
Beyond that, within each organisation there is a much wider
constellation of people who might influence the thinking of
these key individuals.
When it comes to enterprise sales, the process of selling is
not simply a matter of moving a person through a funnel.
It’s systematically identifying each potential person with an
influence over the decision to buy (or veto) your product,
and taking each of them on their own individual journey,
each one slightly different to the next, to get them to the
point where they conclude buying your product is a good
idea and will stand up and say so to their colleagues. Each
person has to come to their own conclusion so when it
comes to decision time, you have an army of advocates.
Only by having a clear picture of who each person is
connected to, who they influence, who they are influenced
by, and what matters to them, can you start to build a
picture that will help you sell.
And to crank up the pressure further, you don’t have forever
to figure this stuff out. Deals expire, dynamics change, and
people move on to new roles and new organisations.
> Chapter continuing on next page

3

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Purchase_funnel
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While there are clearly many complexities to navigate in enterprise sales, the big disconnect
is understanding how a group of people make a decision to purchase a product. We don’t
have the simplicity of a single decision maker. We need to dig deeper into what happens in
a group decision-making process in order to start to influence it. Luckily, we have hundreds
of years’ worth of psychological studies to help us understand this complicated and
problematic area.

The big disconnect
when it comes to
enterprise sales
is gaining a clear
understanding how a
group of people will
make a decision to
purchase a product.
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When I think back to a deal I lost, one that
stands out was a global legal firm – we
were pitching to replace all their servers.
We spent five months on discovery work
then another five months designing the
solution for them before we found out they
actually had a global organization that was
running the same project.

Next time I’ll definitely be asking more
questions, trying to figure out what the
decision-making process is, and what’s at
play in the bigger picture.

That one piece of information made 11
months of work redundant.

We tend to get caught up in a narrow
vision in terms of our contacts. But it’s not
just them you’re trying to win over. When
you dig into the buying process, you start
to see who’s got an interest in the deal and
whose budget it’s coming from.

Afterwards, there was a lot of frustration
and finger pointing. To have something
blindside you like that is never good; it’s
very embarrassing, and we definitely should
have known more about what was going on.

The largest part of breaking into an account
is figuring out who’s who. If I’d had a tool
that can unlock different dynamics within
the companies – that would have cut out a
lot of the pain I’ve had with this deal.

In the end we did manage to win some work
with them (although on a much smaller
scale job) but it’s been a long slog. It’s taken
two and a half years to get to where we
are now. If we had known who the global
decision makers were at the time we could
have engaged them a year ago and we
would have been pitching to the right people.

Elliott Read
Data Centre and
Cloud Specialist,
Softcat
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The psychology of
group decision making
The study of group decision-making started with Socrates and
Aristotle who claimed that “collective discourse can lead to greater
truths than can solitary reflections4.” Or in modern day terms: two
heads are better than one.

It was not until the emergence of social psychology at the start of the twentieth century5
that the study of group decision-making became what it is today.
Although additional stages and models have been proposed, most studies agree that
group decision-making has three main stages: an initial phase that defines the problem, a
middle phase (or phases) that involves working on the problem, and a final stage in which a
decision is made.
Sounds nice and neat, right? Well, there are a couple of human psychological quirks that
throw some pretty significant spanners in the works.

4
5

http://psychology.iresearchnet.com/social-psychology/group/group-decision-making/
http://psychology.iresearchnet.com/social-psychology
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The first spanner is “group polarisation6. This is when people
take more extreme positions after they’ve had a group discussion
than they would if they were left to decide on their own. This
means that if a group of individuals lean toward a particular
decision (for example, to initiate a conflict, make an investment,
declare a defendant guilty, not hire a candidate, or to buy your
enterprise software), they’re likely to become more rooted in that
position as a result of group discussion.
This is because we humans have an innate desire to be correct.
When a group discusses something, it strengthens each member’s
confidence in the correctness of his or her view, which leads to a
more extreme stance.
While polarisation is bad for group decision making, the opposite
end of the scale is not much better.
If cohesiveness
gets to such a
high level where
there are no longer
disagreements
between members,
then the group
is ripe for
groupthink.

Irving Janis
Psychologist

You may think loyalty and cohesiveness within a group is a good thing,
but think again, says psychologist, Irving Janis. “If cohesiveness gets
to such a high level where there are no longer disagreements between
members, then the group is ripe for groupthink.”7 Groupthink8 occurs
when the desire for harmony or conformity is so high, the group
reaches a consensus decision without critical evaluation. This can
result in the group reaching decisions which are more extreme than
any single member of the group originally supported.
Then there’s something called “minority influence”9, which is
when a group is influenced by an individual or a small subset of
individuals whose views are different from the rest of the group. If
you’ve seen the 1957 movie, Twelve Angry Men, you know what
we’re talking about (TL;DR version: 11 jurors quickly agree on
the guilt of a defendant but are slowly influenced by the contrary
views of a lone juror).
Over the last 60 years, there have been multiple studies10 that have
shown a minority position can indeed sway the majority. And while
not all minority views will win over the group in the end, there is
good evidence that even if a minority position is not fully or even
partially adopted immediately, the process may spur more in-depth
discussion, and can lead to more long-term shifts in opinions.
As you can see, the world of group decision-making is messy,
complicated, and not at all linear. But, perhaps surprisingly, it
can be measured with something we call “sociometry”.

6
7

8
9
10

http://psychology.iresearchnet.com/social-psychology/group/group-polarization/
Janis, I. L. (1972). Victims of Groupthink: a Psychological Study of Foreign-Policy Decisions and Fiascoes.
Boston: Houghton Mifflin. ISBN 0-395-14002-1.
https://ethicsunwrapped.utexas.edu/glossary/groupthink
http://psychology.iresearchnet.com/social-psychology/social-influence/minority-influence/
https://www.simplypsychology.org/minority-influence.html
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Measuring
connectedness:
Sociometry
Networks are a fundamental part of any organisation. The simplest
version of the internal company network is often neatly mapped out
through an organisational chart, usually with a hierarchical or linear
view based on position and official power11.
However, the reality is that informal
networks also arise in organisations – and
are often far more influential on a buying
process than the formal org chart. Informal
networks may arise to compensate for a
capability that is needed, yet is lacking
within the formal framework, or as a result
of poor working relationships within the
formal structure of an organisation .

Sociometry is based on the fact that people
make choices in interpersonal relationships.
And these choices are always made on some
basis or criterion. These criterion could be
subjective, (an intuitive feeling of liking or
disliking a person on first impression), or
objective and conscious, (knowing that a
person does or does not have certain skills
needed for the group task).

Sociometry12 is the area of study that first
recognised it was useful to map out and
visualise these informal networks to truly
appreciate their power.

What emerges from these choices is a
description of the networks inside the
group. A drawing, like a map, of those
networks is called a “sociogram”14.

Jacob Levy Moreno coined the term
sociometry in 1932 as a methodology
for tracking the “energy vectors” of
interpersonal relationships in a group.
In other words, it attempts to show the
patterns of how individuals associate with
each other when acting as a group toward
a specified end or goal13.

Sociometry can be used in a corporate
setting to diagnose problems, to influence
group development, and to measure results
of organisational development interventions.

11
12
13

14

But, as you might have suspected, it can
also apply to sales. In particular, enterprise
sales.

https://psychodrama.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/resources/rediscovery-sociometry.pdf
https://aanzpa.org/about-psychodrama/sociometry/
Criswell, J. (1937), Racial Cleavages in NegroWhite Groups. Sociometry. 1(1): 87-89; and 1939 A Sociometric Study
of Racial Cleavages in the Classroom Psychology Archives Series, #235. New York: Columbia University Press
https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100515752
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Why ignoring group
dynamics is your biggest
risk of losing a sale
Any competent salesperson will take a stab at due diligence on a new
account, usually figuring out who the key decision maker and budget
owners are within the organisation to input into their weekly pipeline
reports. The trouble is that too many salespeople think this is sufficient.
In truth, most of the decision-making
iceberg will be completely hidden from
view of salespeople such as these.
Focusing on their decision maker and
budget owner will see them oblivious right
up until the moment the deal evaporates
under their noses.

Do you really understand how the group
makes decisions? Do you know where
the budget lies? Are you aware of every
approval step that needs to take place
along the way? And which committees are
involved in each step?
By triangulating as much information from
as many sources as possible, you will
begin to build a complete picture of the
relationships that make up a buying group.

Jim Holden, founder of Holden and
foremost thinker on sales effectiveness,
refers to this as “selling blindness”15.
“Suppose that an account executive’s focus
is principally on one customer department
and not on the account holistically. For that
individual, that department is for all intents
and purposes the account. This is selling
blindness,” Holden says.

The art of the enterprise deal is about
uncovering this context: the underlying truths
that exist within the personal relationships
and the hidden powers at play within a group.
Suppose that an account
executive’s focus is principally on
one customer department and not
on the account holistically. For
that individual, that department
is for all intents and purposes the
account. This is selling blindness.

The reality is that modern enterprise
sales requires people to dig much deeper
than that.
It’s vital to invest the time in scouting
out the sales terrain in order to truly
understand the people and relationships
that could influence your sale.

Jim Holden
Founder of Holden

Critically assess the bureaucracy at play.
15

https://www.holdenintl.com/blog/seeing-and-being-seen/
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Above all, it’s about developing a sense for the subtext of a sales
situation. An intangible, underlying, and often distinct theme, if
you will, subtext “whispers” to an account executive as to who’s
really winning the business, what’s really important to a client,
which client individuals have power and influence, and what
needs to be done, directionally speaking, to win the business.16

Jim Holden
Founder of Holden

16

https://www.holdenintl.com/blog/sales-intelligence/

There are many sales processes out there
- you can plug a framework or process
into your CRM system but that’s not going
to reflect the journey you’re about to go
on. Because selling isn’t a commoditised
process. Selling is a people process.

In sales we often waste time talking to
the wrong people because we haven’t
determined who we need to speak to
next, who’s got the ball, and who needs
convincing to move the dial.
Most CRM tools will help you identify the
key people at an account level, but they’re
really two dimensional. Essentially it’s
just a list. Having a blueprint of all the key
influencers and people who are responsible
for decision-making is absolutely mission
critical to a salesperson.

Sales is a risky, unpredictable process.
And the only way to de-risk the process is
by understanding the complexities of the
organisation.
Maybe you’re working with a bit of a
maverick decision maker who’s going to
sign off themselves.

Justin Amos
CEO and Managing Director,
Lygon 1B

Or maybe it’s a very collaborative
organisation where everyone needs to
sign off.
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Untangle
the complex
world of sales
Humans are messy. We’re unpredictable, flawed and
inherently dysfunctional. And when you put them
together in a group? That only adds to the chaos.
Understanding the group dynamics at play when you’re selling into an enterprise is not only
important, it’s crucial to closing sales. Failure to identify the key players, what drives them, and
how they influence others is, in our opinion, your biggest risk to losing out on high-stakes deals.
Losing a deal is rarely about price or quality of product. The examples we’ve included in
this guide are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to the impact this understanding has
on sales outcomes. We’ve heard it over and over from sales colleagues and experienced it
ourselves in organisations we’ve worked in.
We hope that by helping people better understand the complex world of enterprise
decision-making and untangling the key psychological dynamics at play, we can help you
close more deals with less effort.
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08.

Do you have
a complete picture
of who you’re selling to?
Enterprise sales is complicated. Stringboard
helps sales teams better navigate the
complex networking and sales process.
It allows you to visually set out, analyse and map individuals, teams, and their
relationships. This in turn helps you understand the power base, and successfully
sell by moving from opportunity management to people management.
Try Stringboard today on the Google Play or iOS store

www.stringboard.it/sign-up/

16

09.

Contributors
Jon Rout
Co Founder
Stringboard
As an entrepreneur and enterprise salesperson,
Jon’s sold showerheads door-to-door,
electricity connections over the web, and
multi-million dollar blockchain and smart
contract solutions to some of the biggest banks
and stock exchanges on the planet. The scars
collected and mistakes made along the way are
the inspiration for Stringboard – the no bullshit
toolkit every enterprise salesperson needs to
cut through and sell successfully today.

Nic Ferarro
Co Founder
Stringboard
With over 15 years’ experience in B2B
marketing and product management for telco
and technology companies, Nic is well aware of
the power of strategic partnerships, alliances
and identifying the key influencers in an
organisation to close complex deals. Pen and
paper served its purpose in the early days, but
now it’s a whole new ball game. As a marketer
you want to know who you are talking to and
what to say – Stringboard makes that happen.
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