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A summary of the argument
This article argues that many firms selling complex services lack clarity 
about the basic architecture of their commercial system. In particular, firms 
often use terms such as commercial approach, sales methodology, and 
sales process interchangeably. This creates an operational problem 
because organisations cannot train consistently, diagnose sales failures, or 
scale what works if they cannot clearly define the system they are trying to 
build.

The article identifies two structural gaps from research across fourteen 
consulting firms in the United Kingdom. First, many firms construct value 
propositions in a firm-centric way, focusing on internal capabilities, 
credentials, and expertise rather than the buyer’s problem, decision 
context, and evaluation criteria. Second, many firms show conceptual 
confusion about the difference between their commercial approach, sales 
methodology, and sales process.

The article proposes the idea of a professional sales engine built around 
coherent flexibility. This means being clear about what should remain 
stable, such as the firm’s commercial approach, while allowing sales 
methodologies and sales processes to adapt systematically based on 
context.

The key implication for sales leaders is that clarity itself becomes a source 
of competitive advantage. In markets where many firms have strong 
relationships and relevant experience, the firms that can articulate, 
organise, and adapt their sales system more systematically will be better 
positioned to compete.
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ABOUT THIS ARTICLE

Published by the Sales 
Excellence Hub at Warwick 
Business School. Intended 
to support discussion and 
knowledge exchange on 
sales methodology, value 
propositions, client-centric 
selling, sales process 
design, and the 
development of more 
professional sales systems 
in complex B2B markets.

A T  A  G L A N C E

• Many firms confuse commercial approach, sales methodology, and sales process.

• Value propositions are often too firm-centric and do not make the client structurally present.

• Conceptual confusion makes it harder to train, diagnose, and scale sales practice.

• Coherent flexibility requires a stable commercial approach and adaptable methodologies and 

processes.

• Sales clarity can become a source of competitive advantage in complex service markets.
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The Clarity Problem
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Can your sales team articulate the difference between your commercial 
approach, your sales methodology, and your sales process?

In my research across fourteen consulting firms in the United Kingdom — 
spanning Big Four consultancies, mid-sized firms, and boutique practices 
— I discovered that most cannot. Terms are used interchangeably. Sales 
philosophies are confused with CRM workflows. Strategic principles blend 
with tactical tools.

This is not a semantic problem. It is an operational one.

Without clarity about which practices are non-negotiable versus adaptable, 
organisations struggle to train consistently, diagnose failures, or scale what 
works. You cannot build a systematic approach to selling complex services 
if you cannot define what you are building.

My research revealed two structural gaps that prevent firms from achieving 
this clarity — gaps that exist even in highly successful organisations. These 
are not capability problems. They are conceptual ones.

KEY TAKEAWAY

“Firms cannot build a systematic sales engine if they cannot 
clearly distinguish the philosophy, framework, and 

operational flow behind how they sell.”
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Gap 1: The Absent Client in Value 
Propositions
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Two-thirds of firms presented value propositions where the client 
perspective is structurally absent.

These propositions focus relentlessly on internal capabilities: sector 
experience, certifications, global reach, proprietary frameworks, and years 
in business. They answer the question, “What can we do?” But they fail to 
answer the questions buyers actually ask: “What problem of mine does this 
solve?” and “How do I evaluate if this is right for my situation?”

The structure is consistently firm-centric: “We have deep expertise in digital 
transformation. We have completed 200 implementations. We have 
certified consultants across six countries.” The client appears only as the 
recipient of these capabilities, not as the protagonist of their own decision 
journey.

This creates two critical problems for buyers.

First, differentiation becomes nearly impossible. When every firm’s value 
proposition lists similar capabilities — experience, expertise, global reach 
— buyers struggle to distinguish between providers. One firm’s “deep 
expertise in financial services transformation” sounds identical to 
another’s. The propositions become interchangeable, forcing buyers to 
default to price or existing relationships.

Second, value remains abstract until much later in the sales process. 
Buyers cannot immediately see how the firm’s capabilities connect to their 
specific constraints, objectives, or decision criteria. The value proposition 
answers “what you do,” but not “what changes for me.” This delays the 
buyer’s ability to build conviction and extends sales cycles unnecessarily.

Both problems reflect a fundamental lack of client understanding in how 
firms construct their positioning. The propositions reveal what firms want to 
say about themselves, not what clients need to hear to make decisions.
Academic literature emphasises client-centric framing: starting with the 
buyer’s problem, demonstrating understanding of their decision context, 
and only then connecting capabilities to outcomes. Yet practice shows a 
systematic pattern of firm-first thinking.

Consider two approaches to the same capability:
Firm-centric: “We have deep expertise in digital transformation across 
financial services, with over 200 successful implementations.”
Client-centric: “CFOs evaluating digital transformation face a critical trade-
off: move fast enough to capture competitive advantage, but not so fast that 
you introduce operational risk. Our approach helps you make that judgment 
call systematically based on your risk appetite, organisational capacity, and 
competitive position.”
Same underlying capability. Fundamentally different framing. The first 
demonstrates what you know. The second demonstrates understanding of 
what the client needs to decide.

KEY TAKEAWAY

“Many firms 
describe what 
they can do, but 

they do not 
clearly show how 
their capabilities 

help the buyer 
make a decision.”
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Gap 2: Conceptual Confusion
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Two-thirds of interviewees showed persistent conceptual confusion when 
defining what their “methodology” is versus their “approach” versus their 
“process.”

When I asked firms about their sales methodology, many confidently stated 
“Consultative Selling” or “Value-Based Selling.” But when I probed deeper 
— asking them to describe the specific elements or limitations of those 
methodologies — they responded with philosophical principles and beliefs 
about selling, meaning approaches, rather than structured frameworks with 
defined steps.

More revealing: none could articulate the limitations of their stated 
methodology. They could not explain when Consultative Selling might not 
be appropriate, or what trade-offs Value-Based Selling requires. This 
suggests they were using methodology labels without truly understanding 
what makes each one distinct, when it applies, and when it does not.

Interestingly, in other disciplines — such as education or medicine — there 
is well-established conceptual clarity about these distinctions. But sales 
has not developed an equivalent shared language.

Without these distinctions, firms face a critical problem: when someone 
says “our methodology is not working,” what exactly are they criticising? 
The philosophy? The framework? The operational flow? Without clear 
definitions, you cannot diagnose the problem or fix it systematically.

KEY TAKEAWAY

“Firms often use methodology labels without understanding 
their limits, appropriate contexts, or relationship to 

commercial approach and sales process.”
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Gap 2: Conceptual Confusion
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Here is the framework that emerged from my research and expert 
interviews.

The Professional Sales Engine

Your approach is relatively stable. It reflects your organisational values and 
should not change based on individual deals. It is the “why” behind your 
selling decisions and the foundation of how you want clients to experience 
working with you from first contact.

A Commercial Approach is how you begin building relationships with 
clients. It is your philosophy about selling — the set of beliefs and principles 
that guide all selling decisions. For example: “We always diagnose before 
prescribing.” “We only pursue opportunities where we can demonstrate 
differentiated value.” “We co-create solutions rather than pitch pre-
packaged offerings.”

A Sales Methodology is a structured framework with specific steps, tools, 
and criteria. MEDDIC — Metrics, Economic Buyer, Decision Criteria, 
Decision Process, Identify Pain, Champion — is a methodology. So is 
Challenger Sale. So is Value-Based Selling.
Methodologies are more flexible than approaches. You might use MEDDIC 
for complex enterprise deals and a lighter framework for transactional 
sales. The methodology is the “what” — the specific framework you are 
applying.

A Sales Process is your operational flow from lead to close. It includes 
stages, such as discovery, qualification, proposal, and negotiation; 
governance, such as who approves what; and tools, such as CRM 
workflows, proposal templates, and pricing approvals.
Your process is the most adaptable element. It should support your 
approach and accommodate different methodologies. The process is the 
“how” — the operational mechanics.

This distinction enables coherent flexibility: clarity about what is non-
negotiable, meaning the approach, while allowing systematic adaptation, 
meaning methodology and process, based on context.



S E C T I O N  F O U R

Sales Excellence Hub Knowledge Hub June 2026

The Professional Sales Engine: Key 
Practices
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After identifying these gaps, I interviewed B2B sales experts from both 
practice and academia — researchers specialised in buyer behaviour, sales 
enablement leaders from technology companies, and commercial directors 
who have successfully transformed sales organisations. I consolidated best 
practices from multiple industries, including SaaS, professional services, 
and advanced manufacturing.

What emerged were specific practices that directly address each gap. Let 
me share the most critical ones.

Gap 1: Making the Client Structurally Present
Get executives out of the building

Some firms require that all their senior executives who create value 
propositions spend a minimum of two hours per month with real customers. 
Not on sales calls — in pure discovery conversations. With structured post-
visit debriefs.

The logic is simple: if you build value propositions without regular client 
contact, you inevitably default to firm-centric positioning. You list what you 
are proud of, such as capabilities, credentials, and experience, rather than 
what clients need to hear: how you understand their problem, decision 
context, and constraints.
This practice forces the question: “What did this client need to hear to 
decide we understood their situation?” Not: “What do we want them to 
know about us?”

Answer six fundamental questions

Ensure your value proposition answers six fundamental questions. The two 
simple ones: What problem do we solve? How do we do it differently? The 
four killer ones: Why should the client change the status quo? Why now? 
Why us? Why trust us?

If your value proposition cannot answer all six clearly, there is probably 
room for refinement. These questions force client-centric framing because 
they can only be answered from the buyer’s perspective, not from your 
internal capabilities perspective.
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KEY TAKEAWAY

“A professional 
sales engine 
requires practical 

routines that 
make the client 
visible and make 

the firm’s sales 
concepts explicit.”

The Professional Sales Engine
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Practices
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Gap 2: Creating Conceptual Clarity

Some firms bring the leadership team together for half a day to explicitly 
answer: What do we believe about selling? They document their philosophy. 
And they clearly distinguish approach, meaning principles like “we always 
diagnose before prescribing,” from methodology, meaning specific 
frameworks like MEDDIC or Challenger, from process, meaning the 
operational flow from lead to close.

This conceptual clarity ensures “methodology” means the same thing for 
everyone in the organisation. It prevents the confusion where different 
sellers interpret the same term differently, making it impossible to scale 
what works or diagnose what does not.

Some firms list all methodologies their team currently uses or references. 
For each one, they document explicitly: When does it make sense? What are 
its limitations? How does it complement others?

For example: “MEDDIC works for complex enterprise deals with multiple 
stakeholders and long cycles. Its limitation is that it can feel bureaucratic 
for mid-market deals under six months. It complements Challenger by 
providing qualification rigour after the teaching phase.”

This prevents the problem where sellers use methodology labels without 
understanding when each applies. It addresses directly what I found in my 
research: firms confidently stating “Consultative Selling,” but unable to 
articulate its limitations or appropriate contexts.

The Professional Sales Engine

S E C T I O N  F O U R  -  C O N T I N U E D

Define your commercial approach explicitly

Map your methodologies with decision criteria
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The Competitive Advantage of Clarity
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When everyone in your market has strong client relationships and relevant 
experience, differentiation comes from operational excellence. The firms 
that can articulate and orchestrate their value proposition, commercial 
approach, sales methodology, and operational process systematically will 
outperform those operating on instinct alone.

This is not about replacing intuition with bureaucracy. The best salespeople 
will always have strong intuition about clients, relationships, and deals. But 
intuition alone does not scale. It does not transfer to new team members. It 
does not allow you to diagnose what is working and what is not. And it does 
not give you the systematic intelligence to adapt when context changes.

Conceptual clarity transforms intuition into replicable capability. It allows 
you to answer the question that two-thirds of firms in my study could not: 
Why did we choose this approach for this client?

And in a market where judgment is becoming the only sustainable 
differentiator, being able to answer that question systematically is the 
foundation of competitive advantage.
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KEY TAKEAWAY

“Conceptual 
clarity turns sales 
intuition into a 

replicable 
organisational 
capability.”
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CLOSING THOUGHT
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A professional sales engine is not built by choosing one methodology and 
applying it everywhere.

It is built by knowing what should stay stable, what should adapt, and why.

Three priorities for sales leaders:

• Make the client structurally present in the value proposition.
• Define the difference between approach, methodology, and process.
• Turn sales intuition into a system that can be explained, taught, and 

improved.
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Final question:

“Can your firm explain why it sells this way to this client?”

The Professional Sales Engine
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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
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