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 Research

“Why now?”  
What message 
moves executive 
buyers to act?
 Tim Riesterer   

anytime sales appeared to have hit a 
limit. 

You might be wondering, “Why 
don’t they just get rid of product lines 
that aren’t selling well?” This wasn’t 
so simple though since 210 exclusive dealers and 3,000 sales 
reps meant that even slow-moving products were still being 
sold by somebody somewhere, making it difficult to eliminate 
any existing lines due to resistance from the channels. Not 
wanting to be criticised, the head office chose to maintain all 
of its unprofitable lines, which naturally resulted in a huge 
build-up of product lines. The company was also concerned 
that its top-performing sales reps, who had no trouble selling 
across all product lines, might be discouraged if anything 
were discontinued. In the end, the new products displaced 
the existing lines, and the company’s policy of launching new 
products to support top-line growth in its agencies fell short of 
its goal, resulting in just more products and nothing else. 

A third idea centred on changing the structure of the 
agencies, for example making standalone agencies bigger, or 
merging several together for greater scale. In theory, it is better 
to build a network of agencies with greater scale and investment 
capacity if you’re trying to respond to market competition 
and open up new markets rather than trying to compete with 
agencies of lesser scale. In practice, however, since large-scale 
dealerships (대리점) held greater bargaining power against 
the head office, prompting them in the desired direction 
usually meant added costs, both tangible and intangible, for 
the manufacturers. Furthermore, amid tighter enforcement 
of fair trade regulations over the years, the regulators have 
been increasingly taking sides with the underdogs in case of 
disputes, with calls for greater transparency and fairness across 
all business transactions. 

Against this backdrop, the worries of the manufacturer 
have deepened as well. Contrary to their expectations of 
better sales, strategic use of the GTs ended up fracturing the 
longstanding trust it had built up with the channels over 
a number of years. This is what happens when there is not 
enough effort to align corporate strategy with the real-world 
practicalities of sales.  

3. The third step is to think hard about what values exactly 
can be delivered through the sales process. This is the part on 
“sales strategy”. 

With customer expectations rising constantly, anticipating 
some future need that they themselves don’t yet realise can be 
an example of providing high value. For instance, if sales at one 
of the agencies are down, an ordinary sales rep would probably 

come to you asking for some help to boost product sales or 
find new customer leads. If, however, one of them comes to you 
and says, “Hey, boss! I think this agency is likely to encounter a 
problem with sales pretty soon”, this is a person who deserves 
to be called a “value provider”. 

Providing your customers with forward-looking advice 
and helping them look ahead to the future for their problem-
solving purposes, will maximize the value you provide to your 
customers to its maximum potential – here lies the future of 
sales.

In his best-selling book In Search of Excellence, Tom Peters 
suggested that corporations of excellence worked in accordance 
with their values. He wrote: “They do not seek short-term profits 
unlike the rest. They hold fast to their own beliefs and goals. 
Quality first and customer satisfaction are some examples. Their 
strength comes from their commitment to sacrifice everything 
for their values.” 

In the end, the key to sales competitiveness is 
engaging in trust-enhancing sales, which starts by 
systematically communicating the value underlying the 
products you are trying to sell as well as your corporate 
reputation and image.

How do you define what constitutes sales performance? 
I think it’s all about “selling value in an effective way”. It is up 
to the manufacturers to provide holistic support for “selling 
value”, while the role of the sales side is to share the company’s 
corporate values with its partners and communicate it well to 
its customers alongside the products they sell. This is the basis 
of what “trust selling” is all about. 


 N

ic
k 

de
 C

en
t

 
Providing your customers with 
forward-looking advice and helping 
them look ahead to the future for 
their problem-solving purposes, 
will maximize the value you provide 
to your customers to its maximum 
potential – here lies the future of 
sales.
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New research reveals the most effective story 
for making a breakthrough business case to 
executive-level buyers.

I
n the previous issue of the Journal, I laid out why there’s 
serious urgency around salespeople needing to become 
better at making a compelling business case that moves 
executive-level decision-makers to buy now. I discussed how 

business proposals need to become more executive-relevant 
– that is, more suited to the needs and standards of executive 
and financial buyers, who might not care so much how your 
products and services work, but instead want to know how you 
can help them drive business and performance value. .

Finally, and most importantly, I made the case that this 
topic – what I call the “why now” moment – is so critical to 
closing more deals in less time that it needs to be addressed by 
original, first-party research; and this research needs to get to 
the heart of a question so critical to sales success: what kind of 
message actually moves executive-level buyers to act now instead of never? 
In other words, what gets them to decide instead of defer?

That research is now complete, and it’s covered  
below in full.

What’s ailing business proposals?

The urgency I ascribed to the “why now” conversation in part 
one of this series has since been further validated by findings 
from a survey my company conducted about how well – or not 
– salespeople are performing in some of the key competencies 
needed to engage executive buyers. The survey of 277 marketing 
and sales leaders identified that:
•   only 39 percent of companies are confident in their ability to 

build a meaningful business and financial case to justify 
a decision;

•  more than two-thirds of companies say they’re 
underperforming at getting executive-level prospects to 
buy now rather than later; and

•  56 percent feel they are “50:50” or worse when it comes 
to connecting business value to executive-level needs 
and initiatives.

Basically, if there was any doubt that it was time to 
conduct some research exploring what it takes to make an 
effective executive-level business case, these findings put 
those doubts to rest.

Researching the “why now” moment 

It has to be mentioned that the forerunner to the “why now” 
study – and a major inspiration for the follow-up research – 
was a study we published last year, which we called “executive 
emotions”. The big takeaway from this research, in summary 
form, is that – contrary to popular belief – executives are far 
more swayed by emotional decision-making factors than you 
might be inclined to think. In fact, that research simulation of 
executive decision-makers revealed that executives are more 
than 70 percent more likely to make a risky decision – such 
as leaving their status quo situation – when that status quo 
situation is framed in terms of what they might lose by not 
switching versus what they might gain by following through 
with a change. 

To create the study, the research team from my company, 
Corporate Visions, collaborated with Dr Nick Lee, Professor of 
Marketing at Warwick Business School in Coventry, UK. 

We designed the test conditions and questions to 
assess several areas critical to the “why now” moment: areas 
including confidence in the business proposal, how urgent 
it was, how essential to future growth, and to what extent it 
made executives in the study more or less likely to purchase 
right now. The study, conducted online, included 312 executive 
participants, all employed at companies with $100 million or 
more in revenues, and all with budget and decision-making 
responsibilities.

We then asked all executive participants to imagine they 
were part of the following business scenario:

“You are an executive at a food-processing company that cleans, 
sorts and packages vegetables. You have traditionally served large 
vegetable products using large-scale equipment that can process several 
tons of vegetables per hour. However, the most promising growth market is 
organic and specialty food production, and unfortunately, you do not have 
equipment suitable for the small batch requirements of this ‘small-producer’ 
market. You will be meeting with a company that makes smaller-scale, 
more flexible equipment that could help you enter this new market, and they 
present the following story as to why you should buy their equipment.”

We then split the participants into six different groups of 
roughly equal size. Each group then experienced a different 
messaging test condition, or pitch, that contained different 
elements of the following:
•  Business issue: External factors and business initiatives
•  Loss: Details about your loss to be avoided
•  Gain: Details about your potential positive gain
•  Unconsidered needs: Introduces an unsuspected threat
•  Heavy ROI: Hard numbers with a detailed ROI breakdown
•  Change story: Business change story with a light ROI 

component
We then asked all participants the following set of 

questions about the message condition they experienced, 
to which they were then asked to assign a numerical rating, 
between one and nine, based on how impactful they believed 
the message was in each area (one represented the least 
impactful end of the spectrum, while nine represented the 

most). Questions included:
•  How confident are you that this is a good business 

decision?
•  How convincing was the business case as far as getting you 

to make a decision soon rather than later? 
•  How important is the solution for future success and 

growth?
•  How urgent is the need to purchase?
•  How likely are you to purchase right now?

Results

So, what did the research reveal? Most crucially, it found that 
the only condition to finish first in each assessed area was the 

message based on the following structure (Figure 1):
1.  Present a business issue rooted in external trends and 

factors the executive will identify with and connect back to 
their strategic initiatives.

2.  Introduce “unconsidered needs” – that is, unforeseen 
problems, challenges or missed opportunities your prospect 
has underappreciated or doesn’t yet know about that create 
flaws or limitations in their current approach.

3.  Provide a solution story that demonstrates specifically how 
you can resolve the unconsidered needs you identified and 
enable them to realize their goals.

4.  Quantify business impact by sharing a preliminary 
calculation of how your solution can positively influence 
revenues, cost savings, and operating margin.

 

  Figure 1: The “Why now?” story model.

 
There’s serious urgency around 
salespeople needing to become better 
at making a compelling business case 
that moves executive-level decision-
makers to buy now.

 
The highest-performing “why now” 
message condition appears to provide 
the biggest edge in the two most 
important areas.
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  Figure 4: Importance 
to future success and 
growth.

 

  Figure 5: Likelihood 
of purchasing now.

 

  Figure 2: Urgency of 
need to purchase.

 

  Figure 3: Confidence 
this is a good business 
decision.

Importantly, the five other message conditions included in 
the test proved highly volatile in terms of how they performed 
across the assessment areas. (For instance, the message 
that might have finished second best in one area could 
have slipped to fourth or fifth in another.) Only the formula 
structured around presenting a business issue and introducing 
unconsidered needs before providing a heavy ROI justification 
consistently performed the highest against all key questions.

It’s also worth mentioning that the highest-performing 
“why now” message condition appears to provide the biggest 
edge in the two most important areas for the purposes of this 
study: 1) importance to future success and growth, for which 
it provides a 4% edge (Figure 4); and 2) likelihood of making 
a purchase decision right now, for which companies can gain 
a 9% advantage (Figure 5).
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The relative effectiveness of the message structured 
around a business issue, an unconsidered need, and a 
solution response plus a business impact story is consistent 
with the body of decision-making science research that 
inspired the study: specifically prospect theory and the 
related principle of loss aversion. In fact, the middle portion 
of the message – the unconsidered need – can be interpreted 
as an extreme form of loss aversion, because it positions their 
current approach as a loss to be avoided. This satisfies what 
neuroscientists have identified as the emotional part of the 
brain, which has been proven to govern the majority of the 
decision-making process.

Meanwhile, the documented ROI component is suited 
to appeal to the capacities of the more analytical part of 
the brain, which is more involved in the rationalization and 
justification for a decision, and less in the actual decision-
making itself.

Conclusion 

Stalled proposals, lagging deal momentum and the dreaded 
“no decision” can be reduced as threats by using this 
messaging framework to inform your conversations with 
executive prospects. At minimum, it will ensure you’re 
applying some research-backed rigour to this critical “why 
now” moment – where your proposals live and die by your 
ability to create enough urgency and show clear business 
and performance impact. The sales teams that can develop 
and refine the messaging and delivery skills needed to 
control this moment will be best positioned to have 
breakthrough, revenue-driving conversations with executive 
and financial decision-makers.

About the author

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

Dr Nick Lee, Professor 
of Marketing, Warwick 
Business School

“The consistent pattern of a 
large number of small effects 
means that, taken together, 
there is a clear and compelling 
argument that the business 
issue – unconsidered needs – 

heavy ROI message is more likely to be effective than the 
others. A message that follows this framework, which 
outperformed all other conditions in the study in the most 
critical areas of assessment, is the way to go if you’re 
trying to create the urgency to buy now and demonstrate 
business impact in your proposals. 

The most effective “why now” message 
framework

Below is an example of the “why now” message that 
performed best across the key executive decision-making 
areas assessed in the study:

Business issue: “Growing consumer demand for organic 
foods, especially in the ‘ready-to-eat’ category presents a 
great opportunity for processors, like you, to expand.” 

Unconsidered needs: “However, this market has 
unique requirements and cost pressures that you need 
to consider if you want to enter and compete effectively. 
First, your large processing machinery is not compatible 
with the unique needs of the organic producer, who 
requires frequent changes to accommodate a greater 
variety of vegetables to be processed, and smaller batch 
sizes. Second, your current labour and material costs are 
too high to be price competitive in this market.”

Solution story plus business impact: “Investing in 
our smaller-scale, flexible equipment should position 
you to get at least a 1% share of the growing small-
producer market, generating $10 million in new revenue. 
Improvements in automation technology should also 
provide you with a 2% saving in labour and material 
costs. This 1% increase in sales and 2% cost savings 
should improve your operating margin by 29%. 

“With all these factors considered, we estimate this will 
generate an ROI of 78% in your first year of investing in 
our new smaller-scale processing equipment that will 
enable you to enter the organic produce market. This 
means you’ll be making money on this equipment by year 
two. These results are typical of the results documented 
by dozens of other processing companies using our 
equipment.” 

 




