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 Emotional intelligence

Here, we explore why salespeople need help creating 
urgency with executive decision makers.

Stalled proposals and “no decisions” are arguably 
the biggest threat to your sales pipelines. There’s a 
good chance you lose more deals here than you lose to 
your traditional competitors.

The big challenge often comes down to how you 
make your case to an executive buyer. It’s estimated 
that 80 percent or more of B2B decisions require a VP 
or higher level sign-off. Which means your proposals 
need to pass business and financial muster with less 
affected buyers.

Maintaining momentum, increasing deal velocity 
and improving close rates. Whatever you call it, it’s time 
someone does some research to understand what will 
move executives to do your deal, not defer it.

R
ecently a medical equipment company sales rep told 
me he lost a deal for an MRI (magnetic resonance 
imaging) machine, not to another MRI competitor, but 
to a “parking lot”. When I asked what he meant, the 

rep explained that the hospital executive decided they could 
improve patient throughput, satisfaction and revenue if they 
spent $1 million on updating their parking lot instead of a new 
MRI machine.

This story proved to me that when executives get involved 
in purchase decisions, there are a lot more considerations that 
go into that buying process. And, a lot more “competitors” than 
you may realize for the budget you are seeking, meaning you 
need to make a better business case for your solution.

In this issue and next issue of the Journal, we plan to cover 
two pieces of research designed to help you be more effective 
at communicating and convincing executive buyers to make a 
decision instead of deferring, and then choosing you instead of 
an alternative.

First, in this issue we cover a study we conducted called 
“Executive emotions”. It is designed to determine how much 
emotions do or don’t impact an executive’s decision. Especially, 
since they like you to believe they are 100 percent logical, 
rational decision makers who rely strictly on the numbers in the 
decision-making process.

Research

Decide or defer?
 Tim Riesterer  

EI’s impact on sales performance

Author of Sales EQ, Jeb Blount makes a compelling case that 
sales-specific emotional intelligence (sales EQ) is more 
essential to success than education, experience, industry 
awareness, product knowledge, skills or raw IQ; and, sales 
professionals who invest in developing and improving sales EQ 
gain a decisive competitive advantage.

“Sales EQ is the key that unlocks ultra-high performance. 
The awareness and understanding of human influence 
frameworks, along with the ability to manage one’s own 
disruptive emotions within the context of the linear, logical 
sales process is the rocket fuel of sales performance.

“The commercial relationship between a sales professional 
and a buyer is inherently emotional. Both parties come into the 
arrangement emotional. You don’t want to be manipulated if 
you’re a buyer. If you’re a salesperson, you want to be able to 
achieve your goals and sell something. The sales professional 
who has the ability to manage their own disruptive emotions 
and influence the emotions of other people has the decided 
competitive advantage.” 

Equally, Blount confirms that top sales performers need 
to balance competencies to be effective. “If we think about 
what great salespeople do, it’s called dual process. In one 
moment, great salespeople are able to be empathetic and at 
the same time they’re able to remember their objectives and 
move towards them. This is their ability to disrupt cognitive 
dissonance because it’s very difficult to hold those two values at 
the same time. 

“If you’re too empathetic, too interested in connecting, 
you never get to your goals. Conversely, those who try to get to 
the end of the sales process without that emotional investment 
won’t succeed. Neither can do well in sales. Those who can walk 
both lines – be empathetic and be outcomes focused – are the 
ones who excel at sales. I’m not going to sugar-coat it; that’s a 
very difficult thing to do.”

Ethical dimension to EQ in sales

Blount stresses that there is an ethical dimension to EQ and 
sales practitioners are ethically obliged to act in the best 
interests of the customer. “What’s ethical is using human 
relationship frameworks to help move people towards a 
solution that’s right for them. Sometimes buyers don’t know 
the right thing for them. People tend to cling to the status quo 
even if that’s not the best thing for them – they’re afraid. So the 
salesperson has an obligation to help the buyer to do what’s 
best for their business. 

“My line is drawn at this: I will never ask a prospect 
to do something that is not in their best interest just for a 
commission cheque. Not all people are like that. Most of this 
is about being yourself and being authentic: customers want to 
see the real you, the empathetic you and someone who cares, 
who is in it for them. It comes down to self-awareness. You have 
to look at attachment to winning which is a disruptive emotion: 

an over-attachment to winning will hurt you in the end.”
Martyn Newman of leadership and emotional intelligence 

development specialists RocheMartin also makes the business 
case for emotional intelligence. “Although many organisations 
have been slow to pick up on emotional intelligence, there’s a 
compelling commercial case for why these skills are a worthy 
investment. We’ve seen organisations such as Sky Media 
embracing emotional intelligence as a very practical frame of 
reference in growing a culture of engagement and collaboration 
right across their business, and other companies such as Argos 
and Network Rail working emotional intelligence into their 
culture.”

He argues that manipulation can only lead to short-
term influence. “People like Donald Trump have brilliantly 
exploited the capacity to tap into feelings of disempowerment, 
disenfranchisement and alienation from a generational 
segment of society that feels excluded from having an influence 
and making a contribution. He’s masterful at the manipulation 
of people – but those sorts of leaders tend to have a short-term 
influence. Inevitably they will disappoint, and fail to solve the 
frustrations that got them into power.”

1  Daniel Goleman, “What Makes a Leader”, Harvard Business Review, 1998, reprinted April 2004, 
https://hbr.org/2004/01/what-makes-a-leader.

Evidence of EQ’s 
impact on sales 
performance
•  Sanofi, the French pharmaceutical company, focused 

on the emotional intelligence skills of its sales force, 
which boosted annual performance by 12%. (See 
the research by S Jennings and B R Palmer in 
“Sales Performance Through Emotional Intelligence 
Development”, Organisations and People, 2007.)

•  Sales people at MetLife who rated highly in the 
emotional competence of “learned optimism” sold 
37% more life insurance in their first two years. 
(Seligman 1990)

•  At an American insurance company, agents 
who tested strong in five of eight key emotional 
competencies, sold twice as much insurance as those 
who tested average: $114,000 per annum versus 
$54,000 per annum. (Hay-McBer Research and 
Innovation Group 1997) 

•  L’Oreal found that staff who tested strongly in 
emotional competence experienced 100% higher 
sales than average. (Hay-McBer Research and 
Innovation Group 1997) 

•  In a study of 44 Fortune 500 companies (including 
IBM, PepsiCo and AT&T), top performers (accounting 
for 10% of sales teams) achieved more than double 
the sales revenue of the remaining 90%. (Sloan & 
Spencer 1991) 

Sources: The Business Case for Emotionally Intelligent Leaders, Berg 
Consulting;
Emotional Intelligence is No Soft Skill, Laura Wilcox, www.extension.
harvard.edu/professional-development/blog/emotional-intelligence-
no-soft-skill.

 
The good news is that emotional 
intelligence is a flexible set of skills 
that can be acquired and improved 
with practice.
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Second, in the next issue we will 
share the results of a new study we 
are currently running to determine 
what type of messaging approach will 
drive the greatest sense of urgency 
in decision making. The goal is to 
provide you with a tested, proven 
“Why now?” story model you can 
use to get more decisions and fewer 
deferrals.

Business value gap

Before sharing the first piece 
of research, it seems important 
to clearly identify executive 
expectations of salespeople.

If it seems like executive 
buyers would rather defer decisions than make them, they can 
hardly be blamed. There’s a good deal of evidence to suggest 
that most of the salespeople they encounter don’t have the 
competence or confidence to go toe-to-toe 
with them on the business issues that matter 
most to them or, similarly, to link their business 
initiatives to the value of your solutions. So, if 
your deals are getting stuck, or you’re getting 
delegated down to decision makers with less 
influence and buying clout, it’s not necessarily 
because your executive and financial prospects 
don’t want to change. It’s more likely that you 
haven’t given them an urgent and compelling 
reason to do so.

The message that ignites a greater sense of 
urgency – one that gets executive buyers feeling 
the need to buy, now – is what we’re calling 
the “Why now?” story. It’s a conversation you 
need to master to secure buy-in from your most 
important prospects and customers. That’s why 
we’re turning to this moment of truth in our 
next round of research. 

Without a doubt, there’s a big need 
for a “Why now?” messaging framework, as 
indicated by findings from a pair of analyst 
firms – findings that paint a stark picture of 
why so many proposals stall in the pipeline. 
Connecticut-based global advisory firm 
SiriusDecisions found that executives value 
business expertise four times more than 
conversations about products and services.  
Meanwhile, Forrester Research found that 
executive buyers believe 88 percent of the sales 
professionals they encounter are knowledgeable 
about their products and services, and only 24 percent are 
knowledgeable about the buyer’s business: that is, market 
trends, key business issues, and the financial metrics that 
inform buying decisions.1 

Taken together, these data points say something fairly 
alarming about many sales conversations with executives: 
namely, that today’s sellers are almost four times less likely to 
be good at the types of business conversations that executive 
buyers value four times more.

A business value gap?

The disconnect between what executive buyers are demanding 
(business conversations) and what they’re actually getting 
(product presentations) creates a business value gap that 
salespeople have to close (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: The business value gap that salespeople have to 
close.

This gap’s negative impact on sales effectiveness is real. 
But don’t just take it from me. This was validated in a study by 
TrainingIndustry.com, which compared the training emphases 
of both average- and high-performing companies. The study 
revealed that high-performing companies place:

•  three times more emphasis on developing executive 
selling skills than do average-performing companies; and

•  four times more emphasis on developing their team’s 
financial acumen than do average-performing companies.

These figures are a clarion call for sales professionals 
today that it’s time to up-skill salespeople on the competencies 
they need to be impactful in their conversations with 
executives. At its core, executing against those competencies 
comes down to “three Cs”: 

1.  salespeople first need to have the competence to 
understand the relevant external factors executives are 
dealing with, and then to link your prospects’ core business 
initiatives to your business value, creating an executive 
buying vision; 

2.  they also need to have the confidence to engage executive 
decision makers on their terms, in a business conversation, 
not a product presentation; and 

3.  finally, they must be able to make a compelling ROI 
justification that clearly illustrates your impact on their 
business.

Executive emotions: it’s not all about numbers

Clearly, a big part of closing that gap comes down to having 
the financial acumen to make a business case that justifies 
investment in your solutions. But recent Corporate Visions 
research revealed that making the business-focused, 
analytical case for your solutions is only one dimension of 
building momentum in your conversations with executives. 
While important, it alone might not be enough to resonate 
with executives in a way that breaks through buyer inertia, 
convincing them to change and to do it now. For that, you need 
to tell an emotionally compelling story. Yep, you heard me 
right.

There’s a longstanding myth that executive and financial 
buyers are impervious to emotions, and that they really 
only have the time of day for a strictly rational, analytical 
case for how your solutions can, say, free up budget or make 
their operations more efficient. This myth has proven to be 
exceptionally durable, not least because executive buyers tell 
you it’s true, and you as salespeople believe it. As a result, 
when you go to craft messages for VP or higher personas or 
contacts, you do so under the assumption that those prospects 
are bent on making strictly logical decisions that hinge solely 
on the balance sheet justification of your value. 

Research from Corporate Visions debunked this dated 
myth about executive buyers. In fact, the study found that 
in a business decision-making scenario, you can provide 
executives with the same maths with respect to a business 
proposition, but get significantly different results depending 
on how you frame the situation in your message.

In other words, executives (surprise!) are no less swayed 
by emotions than anybody else. Here’s a synopsis of the 
research simulation, which involved 113 executive participants 
from a wide array of industries, including 
software, oil, finance and aerospace. The 
participants occupied a range of high-level 
roles at their respective companies, spanning 
from vice president up to CEO.

How we set up the study

At the outset of the study, participants were 
told that the researchers were trying to learn 
more about executive decision-making and 
that participants would be presented with 
several different hypothetical scenarios. 
What those participants didn’t know is that 
they were randomly assigned to one of 
two conditions – a “gain frame” condition 
and a “loss frame” condition – which they 
were placed in before the first scenario 
and remained in for the duration of the 
experiment.

In one of the hypothetical scenarios, 
all participants received the following 
instructions: “A large car manufacturer has 

recently been hit with a number of economic difficulties, 
and it appears as if three plants need to be closed and 6,000 
employees laid off. The vice president of production has 
been exploring alternative ways to avoid this crisis. She has 
developed two plans.”

Following this overview, participants received 
information about the two alternatives. The two options 
were mathematically identical across the gain and loss frame 
conditions. The key difference? The status quo was framed in 
one condition as a gain and in the other as a loss. 

In the gain frame condition, the options were described in 
terms of how many plants and jobs would be saved:
•  Plan A. This plan will save one of the three plants and 2,000 

jobs.
•  Plan B. This plan has one-third probability of saving 

all three plants and all 6,000 jobs, but has a two-thirds 
probability of saving no plants and no jobs.

In the loss frame condition, the options were described in 
terms of how many plants and jobs would be lost:
•  Plan A: This plan will result in the loss of two of the three 

plants and 4,000 jobs.
•  Plan B: This plan has two-thirds probability of resulting in 

the loss of all of the three plants and all the 6,000 jobs, but 
has one-third probability of losing no plants and no jobs.

Keep in mind that these choices, though phrased 
differently, were mathematically equivalent. Despite this 
equivalency, there were statistically significant differences in 
participants’ choices across conditions:
•  In the gain frame condition, 74 percent of participants chose 

Plan A and 26 percent chose Plan B.
•  In the loss frame condition, only 55 percent of participants 

chose Plan A, while 45 percent chose plan B.
The jump with Plan B from 26 percent to 45 percent is 
significant. Essentially, it means there was more than a 70 
percent change in “persuadability” and willingness to choose 
the risky option by framing it in terms of a loss instead of a gain 
(see Figure 2). This is important for salespeople, because when 
you’re the outsider, your prospects will regard your solutions as 
the “risky” alternative compared with their status quo situation. 
The results reveal that you can make that change scenario more 
palatable when you frame your message properly – regardless 
of the maths.

Figure 2: Research demonstrated a 70 percent change in 
“persuadability”.

Research

 
If it seems like executive buyers would rather defer 
decisions than make them, they can hardly be blamed. 
There’s a good deal of evidence to suggest that most of 
the salespeople they encounter don’t have the competence 
or confidence to go toe-to-toe with them on the business 
issues that matter most to them or, similarly, to link their 
business initiatives to the value of your solutions.
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Next up: The “Why now?” research

In the next issue of the Journal, I’ll join up with Professor Nick 
Lee from Warwick Business School to discuss the implications 
of our forthcoming research on the “Why now?” discussion. 
This research will give us the insight needed to develop a 
messaging framework that will help salespeople create urgency 
with executives, helping them to avoid the stalled proposals 
and “no decisions” that often prove so detrimental to deals and 
sales pipelines.

In the research simulation, we’ll test a range of 
approaches to developing and delivering this message, some of 
which build off the key Prospect Theory–related findings of the 
executive emotions research covered in this article. Essentially, 
we’ll look to see whether the ideal message for this situation 
requires an emotional, change-driven story that we tested in our 
previous study or a more analytical, ROI-focused messaging 
approach. 

We’ll also test to what extent the principles of Prospect 
Theory apply to this selling scenario. Stay tuned to see what the 
research says about how you should – or shouldn’t – handle 
this critical sales juncture.

Project summary

This research project explores intra-organisational sales 
collaboration in a complex global enterprise and its impact 
on sales performance. While business literature mostly 
concentrates on engaging with stakeholders and buying centres 
at the customer, this study focuses on relationships with 
stakeholders within an enterprise as a success factor in sales.

This study reviews the existing business and social science 
literature and demonstrates that only a few, recent examples 
of business literature have investigated the relevance of 
interactions among internal stakeholders, of building a “social 
network” and its positive effect on sales results. The research 
is conducted via interviews with selected representatives of 
salespeople, sales managers and top managers in Europe at 
SAP, a global player in enterprise application software. It also 
explores approaches to promote collaboration within a sales 
team and across the organisation.

The study concludes that various intra-organisational sales 
collaboration models are applied at SAP and that they impact 
sales results positively. The relevance and selection of internal 
stakeholders to work on a specific sales transaction vary 

depending on product maturity, sales phase, deal complexity, 
deal size and sales approach. While reward alignment fosters 
sales collaboration, further “soft” factors complement the 
conditions of a successful collaboration: eg, mind-sets, trust, 
political skills, behaviours, diversity and leadership.

The main recommendations to sales managers are to 
shape mind-sets of their sales team by acting as a role model: 
trustful, consistent, authentic and engaged professional. 
Furthermore, they should utilise their own network to support 
their team. A systematic identification and assessment of 
relevant internal stakeholders and their impact on a sales 
portfolio is meaningful. Engaging and interacting with these 
sales “contributors” or “multipliers” should occur along defined 
business priorities. “Qualitative” collaboration has to be 
promoted by mobilising effective contributors and in defining 
clear ownership, roles and responsibilities within a deal. Sales 
managers shall build virtual teams across lines of businesses to 
achieve commonly defined goals. Finally, they are to facilitate 
diversity within teams in terms of generations, cultures and 
genders, to open minds, explore new ideas and generate 
innovative solutions.

Research

About the author

Tim Riesterer is Chief Strategy and Research Officer, 
Corporate Visions.

These outcomes are consistent with Prospect 
Theory, and particularly the concepts of loss 
aversion and risk seeking which comprise it. 
Prospect Theory, pioneered by social psychologists 
Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, has some 
major implications for marketers and salespeople. 
One of the most important is that humans are 
significantly more willing to make a change, do 
something different, or seek a risk to avoid a loss 
than to acquire a gain.

As our study shows, it appears executive 
decision makers are no exception. They 
demonstrate a far greater appetite for the risky bet 
when their current scenario is framed as a loss.

Why is this important? Because when you’re 
trying to convince someone to do something new, 
you are the “risky bet.” As such, it’s imperative that 
you understand what it takes to get your executive 
buyer to be more willing or “persuadeable” when it 
comes to doing something as risky as making the 
decision to change.

The next step: A “Why now?” 
messaging framework

This research simulation, which validates the 
importance of applying decision-making science 
to your discussions with executives, presents a 
potentially powerful preview of what a “Why now?” 
messaging framework might resemble (and what 
sorts of techniques it will depend on). But it’s 
not enough to just infer what kinds of message 
might work best. That offers little guarantee that 
you’ll know the right story to tell to avoid stalled 
proposals, secure executive buy-in, and create the 
optimal level of urgency to sway change-averse 
buyers to do something different now. This is 
something that has to be put to the test. That’s what 
we intend to do.

While it was a breakthrough to discover the 
importance of tapping into decision-making science 
principles and emotional storytelling techniques to 
be more impactful with executive buyers, there are 
still some gaps we’d like to fill in. Our forthcoming 
research will attempt to do just that. 

Our simulation will test a range of messaging 
frameworks against one another to determine which 
CXO-relevant story is most persuasive in terms of 
building momentum, progressing deals through 
the pipeline, and getting buyers to act now. The 
ultimate goal is to leave the research with a fully 
developed messaging framework designed to help 
you handle the challenges specific to this critical 
selling situation – so you can get more decisions 
and fewer deferrals.

And, we will be publishing the results right 
here in the next issue of the Journal. Stay tuned.

1  Dewing H, Mines C, Yamnitksy M (2011), Information Workers Are A New Buying 
Center For Enterprise Technology, Forrester Research.

 
We’ll look to see whether the ideal 
message requires an emotional, 
change-driven story or a more 
analytical, ROI-focused messaging 
approach.

How can intra-collaboration 
approaches enhance sales 
performance in a complex 
global enterprise?
 Laurent Douek

Introduction

W
orking most of my career for global companies 
like PWC, IBM and SAP, I have been confronted 
with solutions and services of rising complexity, 
which are sold and delivered to increasingly 

knowledgeable customers in a competitive and transforming 
global environment. The daily activities of my sales team 
in direct relation with its customer are central: they are 
understanding the customer’s goals, business issues, industry, 
organisation, buying centres and relevant stakeholders. 
Furthermore, they are communicating with the customer at 
different hierarchical levels and aligning mutual expectations. 
Finally, they are designing and building the appropriate 
solution, demonstrating the solution’s benefits mapped to 
customer’s business requirements and pain points, developing 
and presenting value propositions, creating a compelling event 
and negotiating terms and conditions. 

The variety of these activities and the required 
competencies demonstrate that selling complex solutions 
is not a “one-man show”. Thus, my sales representatives 

must exploit their own organisation and its resources. They 
must collaborate in an effective manner among all engaged 
contributors, prior to and during the sales process, and finally 
achieve their objective: winning the deal. This is a challenging 
task in a global and matrix organisation like SAP.

This study focuses on intra-organisational collaboration 
or relationships within the enterprise’s network and its 
stakeholders to impact sales results positively. Multiple roles 
across multiple lines of businesses and hierarchy levels can 
be engaged on a sales deal. Each of these roles, or internal 
stakeholders, while effectively collaborating with each other can 
contribute to the success of a deal, and eventually to overall 
sales results of the organisation.

Additionally, in large enterprises incrementally selling 
is crucial. It is often related to the concept of “overlay” or 
“specialised” salespeople, whose only value is to sell “in 
addition” to what the account owner would sell without 
them. Enterprises are aware that a growing product or service 
portfolio might require additional specialised salespersons, 
since the traditional account executive is not able to master all 
new expertise or address new buying centres at the customer, 

Research






