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A summary of the argument
This article argues that knowledge-intensive business services are entering 
a new phase of competition. For decades, consulting firms, legal services, 
marketing agencies, and other high-value service firms differentiated 
themselves through superior knowledge. That advantage is now weakening 
as artificial intelligence commoditises access to data, frameworks, best 
practices, and increasingly, contextualised insights.

The article suggests that the sustainable source of differentiation is shifting 
from knowledge to judgment. Judgment refers to the ability to navigate 
complex trade-offs, risks, organisational culture, stakeholder interests, and 
internal politics when there is no clear right answer. In this context, how 
firms sell and demonstrate judgment becomes strategically important.

The research presented in the article highlights a gap between what firms 
claim to offer clients and how they make their own commercial decisions. 
Although many firms promise analytical rigour to clients, most could not 
explain, with evidence, why they selected their own sales methodology. This 
creates vulnerability, particularly as clients become more sophisticated, 
procurement becomes more formalised, and AI changes the basis of 
competition.

The key implication for sales leaders is that methodology selection in 
knowledge-intensive business services should no longer be treated as a 
tactical decision. It should be treated as a strategic capability: a way to 
systematically demonstrate superior judgment to buyers evaluating 
complex, high-value services.
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A T  A  G L A N C E

• AI is weakening knowledge-based differentiation.

• Judgment is becoming the key source of advantage.

• Most firms could not provide evidence for their sales methodology choices.

• Client maturity is not being assessed systematically.

• Sales methodology should now be treated as a strategic capability.
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The Paradox
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Can your organisation explain, with data, why it selected its current sales 
methodology?

I asked this question to fourteen Commercial Directors, Partners, and 
Managing Directors from consulting firms in the United Kingdom: five from 
large consultancies like the Big Four, four from mid-sized firms, and five 
from boutique firms. These are organisations that sell strategy, digital 
transformation, and operational optimisation. Firms that promise their 
clients data-driven decisions and analytical rigour.

Eleven out of fourteen could not answer.

When I probed deeper, How did you measure it? What alternatives did you 
evaluate? What evidence informed your choice?, the responses crumbled. 
References to “instinct,” “what we’ve always done,” and “what the previous 
commercial director brought.”

The paradox is revealing: organisations that promise analytical rigour in 
every client recommendation cannot justify their own most critical 
commercial decisions with the same standard of evidence. This is not 
incompetence. It is evidence of a fundamental shift in how value is created 
and sold in knowledge-intensive services that most firms have not yet 
recognised.

KEY TAKEAWAY

“Firms that sell analytical rigour to clients often fail to 
apply the same standard of evidence to their own 

commercial decisions.”
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The Three-Layer Value Shift
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Knowledge-Intensive Business Services — strategic consulting, legal 
services, marketing agencies, etc. — represent four out of ten jobs in 
advanced economies. For decades, firms in this space differentiated 
themselves on the knowledge layer: “We know more than our competitors 
about banking regulation.” “We have more experience in healthcare 
mergers.” “We’ve seen this problem before.”

That advantage is disappearing. Value in KIBS flows through three layers: 
knowledge, meaning data, frameworks, and best practices; insights, 
meaning knowledge contextualised for specific situations; and judgment, 
meaning recommendations that consider trade-offs, risks, organisational 
culture, and internal politics.

KEY TAKEAWAY

“As AI 
commoditises 
knowledge and 

puts pressure on 
insights, 
judgment 

becomes the only 
sustainable source 
of differentiation.”

The knowledge layer is being rapidly commoditised. Gartner projects that by 
2030, up to 70% of routine sales tasks will be automated. Artificial 
intelligence can already conduct market research, analyse competitors, 
identify patterns, and synthesise best practices faster and more 
comprehensively than any human analyst. The “we know more” value 
proposition is becoming untenable.

The insights layer is under pressure. Large language models can 
contextualise knowledge reasonably well, translating general frameworks to 
specific industry situations and adapting best practices to company size or 
maturity level. While human insights remain superior, the gap is narrowing 
rapidly.

This leaves judgment as the only sustainable source of differentiation. 
Judgment is fundamentally different from knowledge and insights. It is the 
ability to navigate trade-offs when there is no clear right answer. Should you 
prioritise speed-to-market or regulatory compliance? How do you balance 
stakeholder interests when they conflict? What risks are acceptable given 
your organisational culture and risk appetite? These questions require 
understanding not just what the data says, but what it means for this 
specific client, with these specific constraints, at this specific moment.

The critical implication: when judgment becomes your primary 
differentiator, how you sell that judgment matters strategically. Sales 
methodology selection shifts from a tactical decision — “Which methods 
should our team use?” — to a strategic one: “How do we systematically 
demonstrate superior judgment to buyers who are increasingly 
sophisticated?”

Yet my research reveals that most firms are approaching this strategic 
decision with tactical thinking — or worse, no systematic thinking at all.

Value Layer Traditional Differentiation 2026 Reality

Knowledge “We know more” Commoditised by AI

Insights “We contextualise better” Under pressure

Judgment Limited discussion Only sustainable source

Figure 1: The Evolution of Differentiation in KIBS
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Why Firms Struggle to Make the Shift
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The most striking finding from my research: 0 out of 14 firms formally 
assessed client maturity, the factor that academic literature most 
emphasises as critical for methodology selection.
Zero.

Academic research is clear on this: clients with sophisticated procurement 
require fundamentally different approaches than clients with immature 
procurement. A Fortune 100 company with a centralised procurement 
function, formal RFP processes, and defined evaluation criteria operates in 
a completely different buying reality than a mid-market company where the 
CEO makes decisions based on personal relationships and gut feeling.

Buyer maturity should guide methodological decisions. A sophisticated 
buyer evaluating judgment-based services will want to see systematic 
evidence of your decision-making process, your track record on similar 
trade-offs, and your explicit methodology for handling complexity. An 
immature buyer may be more influenced by relationship chemistry and firm 
reputation.

But no firm in my study measured this systematically.

Instead, 12 out of 14 firms, or 86%, based methodological decisions on 
contingent factors: personal trust with sponsors, access to internal 
decision-makers, KPI velocity pressures, and organisational culture. 
Commercial Directors from Big Four firms acknowledged that despite 
formal processes, sponsor trust ultimately decides deals. Partners from 
mid-sized firms expressed the relationship-first logic: only bidding when you 
already know the client, relying on internal champions to navigate 
procurement.

KEY TAKEAWAY

“Most firms rely on trust, relationships, and habit, but they 
do not systematically assess buyer maturity or adapt their 

sales methodology to different buying contexts.”
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Why Firms Struggle to Make the Shift
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This creates a critical gap. Trust and relationships are absolutely necessary 
in KIBS — no question. When selling judgment on complex trade-offs with 
uncertain outcomes, buyers need to trust that you will navigate those trade-
offs in their interest. Personal chemistry matters. Access matters. 
Organisational fit matters.

But when trust becomes the only criterion for methodology selection, firms 
lose the ability to systematically demonstrate the very thing that 
differentiates them: superior judgment.

Consider what happens when the context changes:

• Your trusted sponsor leaves the organisation
• Procurement centralises and introduces formal evaluation criteria
• New stakeholders enter the buying committee who do not know you
• The client’s board demands more rigorous vendor selection processes

Suddenly, the relationship-based approach that worked for years does not 
work anymore. And because you never developed systematic ways to 
assess client maturity, map buying committees, or adapt methodology 
based on buyer sophistication, you are flying blind.

The literature prescribes clear factors for selecting methodologies: 
customer maturity, solution complexity, internal capabilities, and strategic 
objectives. But when I asked firms how they made these decisions, none 
could point to formal evaluation of these factors.

The gap is not that firms are ignoring theory because they know better. The 
gap is that they are not making conscious choices at all. They are defaulting 
to what has always worked — trust and relationships — without recognising 
that the underlying game has changed.

When your differentiation was knowledge, relationship-based selling was 
sufficient. Buyers could evaluate knowledge claims relatively easily. But 
when your differentiation is judgment on complex trade-offs, buyers need 
more than trust. They need evidence that you have a systematic approach to 
navigating complexity. They need to understand how you make judgment 
calls, not just trust that you will.

And that requires methodology selection to be strategic, not instinctual.
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The Success Trap
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The eleven firms that could not answer my initial question include some of 
the most successful and prestigious consultancies in the UK. They are 
closing significant deals. Clients are satisfied. Revenue is growing. By 
conventional metrics, they are winning.

This creates what I call the success trap.

When something works — when you close deals, when clients renew, when 
the business grows — the natural incentive is to keep doing exactly the 
same thing. “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” Successful firms replicate winning 
patterns without systematically questioning them. The intuition that led to 
success becomes the only guide for future decisions.

This trap is particularly powerful in KIBS because success is highly visible 
while lost opportunity is invisible. You see the large contracts, the 
prestigious clients, and the revenue growth. What you do not see:

• The deals you could have won with a more systematic approach
• The sales cycles you could have shortened by better assessing buyer 

maturity
• The differentiation you could have created by demonstrating systematic 

judgment
• The resilience you could have built against context changes

And critically, the more successful the firm, the deeper the trap. Why 
question what is working? Why invest in systematic methodology selection 
when relationships are closing deals? Why formalise what successful 
partners do intuitively?

But when context changes — when AI commoditises knowledge faster than 
expected, when clients become more sophisticated with procurement, 
when competition intensifies — the patterns that worked in the past cease 
to be optimal. And without clarity about why those patterns worked, you 
cannot adapt them intentionally.

You are trapped by your own success, unable to evolve because you never 
understood the mechanics of what made you successful in the first place.
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KEY TAKEAWAY

“Success can 
prevent firms 
from questioning 

their own 
commercial logic, 
making them less 

prepared when 
market conditions 
change.”
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What This Means for Sales Leaders
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Sales methodology selection in KIBS has crossed a threshold. It is no longer 
a tactical choice about which methodology your team should use. It is a 
strategic decision about how you systematically demonstrate the judgment 
that differentiates you.

The firms that will thrive in the judgment economy are not necessarily those 
with the smartest consultants or the strongest client relationships. They will 
be the firms that can combine relational strengths — which they already 
have — with systematic intelligence about how buyers evaluate judgment-
based services.

This requires answering three questions most firms currently avoid:
What does our buyer’s journey look like when they are evaluating judgment 
rather than knowledge? How do sophisticated buyers assess our ability to 
navigate complex trade-offs? What evidence convinces them we have 
superior judgment?

How does client maturity affect the methodology we should use? A client 
with sophisticated procurement evaluating a complex transformation is not 
in the same buying reality as a mid-market client making their first 
consulting purchase. Do we adapt systematically or hope our relationships 
carry us?

Can we articulate why we chose our current methodology over alternatives? 
Not with buzzwords. With evidence. With clear criteria. With the same rigour 
we would demand from a client making a strategic decision.

Eleven out of fourteen firms in my study could not answer these questions. 
This means eleven out of fourteen are vulnerable to competitors who can.

The opportunity is hiding in plain sight. While your competitors continue to 
operate on instinct and relationships alone, you can build the systematic 
intelligence that transforms judgment from an art into a replicable 
capability.
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KEY TAKEAWAY

“Sales leaders 
need to treat 
methodology 

selection as a 
strategic 
capability for 

demonstrating 
judgment, not 
simply as a 

tactical sales-
process choice.”
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CLOSING THOUGHT
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Judgment is becoming the key source of differentiation in knowledge-
intensive business services.

But to compete on judgment, firms need to make it visible, evidence-based, 
and repeatable.

Three priorities for sales leaders:

• Move beyond knowledge claims.
• Assess buyer maturity systematically.
• Treat sales methodology selection as a strategic capability.
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Final question:

"Can your firm explain, with evidence, why it sells the way 
it sells?”
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Sales Excellence Hub

The Sales Excellence Hub is based at Warwick Business School and connects sales 
professionals, business leaders, and academic researchers to support evidence-based sales 
practice.

The Hub aims to transfer knowledge from academic research into sales practice, helping 
organisations and sales leaders address current challenges in areas such as sales 
management, incentive design, revenue growth, digital transformation, AI, professional 
development, and the future of the sales profession.

Through events, research, reports, and partner collaboration, the Sales Excellence Hub 
provides a platform for discussion, learning, and the development of actionable insights 
for the sales community.

Learn more → Sales Excellence Hub

https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/wbs/research/salesexcellencehub/
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