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The 3D Advantage™

How good do you need to be at selling  
in order to win?
The answer, of course, is ‘better than the 
competition’ – whether the competition is another 
company, another use of the customer’s budget,  
or simply the status quo. 

But beating the competition is extremely difficult, 
and it’s an arms race that keeps getting harder. In 
sales, as in elite sports, it requires you to do many 
things slightly better, rather than just focusing 
on one thing. Yet, many sales training companies, 
in their search for the ‘magic bullet’, offer one-
dimensional approaches that seem compelling  
but fail to deliver.

Drawing on Imparta’s rich research base and  
over 20 years of experience helping global clients 
to supercharge their go-to-market strategies, the 
3D Advantage™ sets out a definitive approach to 
achieving remarkable sales performance.  

It shows how three dimensions of selling: insight, 
influence and trust, can allow even average 
salespeople to create, differentiate, protect, 
capture and expand value around the whole 
customer buying cycle. It brings to life the skills, 
tools and techniques that will allow you and your 
team to win on a consistent basis. 

One-Dimensional Selling
Let’s step out into the world of selling with three professionals who, while fallible, are skilled in their 
roles: Alex, Brienne and Carlos. The people and situations below are archetypes, rather than real; they 
are distilled versions of the failure modes that I see every day with Imparta’s clients. But I think you’ll 
recognise them, nevertheless.

ALEX OPENS A DOOR
Alex Cheung checked her Apple Watch as she sat in the car park in Palo Alto. She saw that she still had a 
few minutes before her meeting with Brad, the Head of Systems Engineering at Nova Auto. She thought 
back to the training she had just attended in her role as a salesperson for Abell industries – a provider of 
software to equipment manufacturers in the automobile, aerospace and industrial sectors. 

The training was focused on a new approach to opening up customer conversations in the automobile 
sector. Abell’s Chief Marketing Officer explained that auto companies used to differentiate themselves on 
design, features, quality of finish, and performance. But Abell’s breakthrough research revealed that car 
buyers are starting to see cars as a commodity, and just one part of ‘how they travel’. As they put it, 

“ Customers increasingly make buying decisions based on  
the services that come with the car, rather than just  
on the car itself.” 
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And that’s where Abell’s software came in: called Car-To-X, it allowed automobile companies to 
integrate with a wide range of other technology providers, including home automation systems  
(“Turn your heating on as you get close to home!”), and ride-sharing apps (“Make money from your 
drive to work!”). 

Abell’s Chief Sales Officer took up the story: 

“ From today on, I don’t want you to ask about your customers’ 
needs when you first meet them. Instead, I want you to use this 
insight to shake up their status quo. Get them to understand that 
their world is changing forever, and Car-to-X is the answer!”

Alex was fired up, and the first part of the meeting with Brad went really well. She took him through 
the research, and what it meant for Nova. He seemed genuinely interested, and at the end of the 
presentation, he explained that Nova had done their own research into customer needs, with similar 
conclusions. In fact, Brad had already hired a team of developers to work on what he called  
‘The Connected Drive’.

“ I do like what you’re saying about interconnectivity with home 
systems”,  said Brad, “but it’s not something I’ve been targeted  
to offer.”  

Alex used this opportunity to introduce Car-To-X, and talk about the benefits that the various forms of 
connectivity could offer. Again, she felt that her points landed well, and she was able to explain how the 
software had helped others in his role. 

Soon after, Brad apologised that he had to leave for another meeting, but said he would pass  
Alex’s slide deck to the Head of Product Design. She offered to take this new stakeholder through  
the insights, and Brad promised to pass her offer along. Alex was pleased, feeling that a door had  
at least been opened.

Weeks passed, but despite several emails and calls, Alex didn’t manage to make contact with Brad until 
she tried calling him late one Friday. He picked up just before the call went to voicemail. He apologised 
that the Head of Product Development had not yet responded to Alex’s slides, and that Brad himself 
had no budget for external software. He thanked her for her time, and promised to keep her details on 
file for the future. 

Alex hung up, and wondered whether the new marketing strategy was such a good idea after all. 
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Insight is a powerful thing. It can be an extremely effective tool to disrupt the status quo and uncover 
new opportunities. But there are three problems in the way it is often used.

1. Insight is powerful – but like beauty, it’s in the eye of the beholder. One 
person’s insight is another person’s statement of the obvious. In this case, the 
insight that consumers were looking beyond the car itself was not news. Alex 
could perhaps have overcome this with a more specific insight, but to be truly 
effective, insights need to be rooted in the specific objectives and concerns of 
the organisation and the individual you’re selling to. It’s also not about tailoring 
a single insight to fit; rather, it’s about drawing from a range of insights and 
matching them organically to the situation.  

2. Insight on its own is not enough to influence the outcome of a 
conversation. The lack of genuine insight wasn’t the only issue here. Alex also 
failed to create a sense of urgency around the problem that Car-To-X solved. 
Nor did she help Brad to identify who might own that problem enough to act. (It 
wasn’t the Head of Systems Engineering, even though that’s who she was most 
used to dealing with). And she failed to explore what would need to happen to 
get the organisation to change. 

3. To deliver insight, you need to be trusted. Customers are human (at least until 
AI procurement takes over), and the best message will achieve nothing if it’s 
not listened to (only 29% of customers actually want to talk to a salesperson, 
according to HubSpot), or not trusted. Customer-centricity is at the very heart 
of being trusted, but insight-based selling often comes across as self-oriented. 
Alex destroyed trust in several ways, including telling Brad her insights rather 
than using questions, and by failing to ask about his specific objectives. He didn’t 
feel that she was putting his success and his needs ahead of her own, and that 
made it hard for her to gain access after the first meeting.

Insight on its own doesn’t build trust or influence customers towards a desired outcome. It makes you 
what we call a ‘disruptive outsider’. 

Do you recognise this type of salesperson? You’re more likely to if you have a strong product with a 
compelling story (which tends to limit customer centricity), or sales training that is overly focused on a 
limited set of insights.   

BRIENNE PITCHES TO A DISTRIBUTOR 
Brienne Knightley was one of the top salespeople in the channel team at XenoChem, a chemicals 
company with operations across Europe, the Middle East and Asia.  A graduate of several sales training 
programmes, Brienne had cherry-picked the best techniques from each of them, and was proud of her 
ability to ‘work an opportunity’.  Her colleagues called her ‘The Warrior’, a nickname she rather liked. 

Even for her, though, this recent pitch for CFC Chemie, the main speciality chemicals distributor in 
Central and Eastern Europe, was a big deal. 

The initial enquiry had come from Jan Čapek, one of the Category Directors at CFC Chemie. Jan had 
been tasked with plugging gaps in their Coatings, Adhesives and Building Materials range. Although 
Procurement was involved, there were at least seven key stakeholders on the selection panel. Brienne 
had managed to meet with three of them, and after asking them her usual list of probing questions, she 
was confident that she had understood what they were looking for. 
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She had asked her initial contact for details on each of the stakeholders, and after some digging, she 
also managed to uncover some of the decision criteria they would use to choose the winning supplier. 
These included: product efficacy, local supply, working capital management, and reputation. 

The pitch went really well. Brienne brought along a chemical engineer to discuss XenoChem’s 
products, and someone from her Marketing team to contrast how CFC’s future offering – with the 
extended range – would compare to what they had today. Brienne talked about the decision criteria 
herself, establishing strong social proof around XenoChem’s reputation with video testimonials from 
other distributors. 

Brienne was confident, but she also knew the power of proactivity after a pitch, so she sent follow-up 
emails to each of the decision-making team. Only Jan, her main contact replied, but he thanked her for 
“making me look good in the way you presented yourselves”. 

It was a bit of a shock, then, when several weeks later, Brienne received a brief email from CFC’s Head 
of Procurement, explaining that XenoChem had not been selected. She immediately put in a call to Jan, 
asking for feedback. 

“ Your presentation was good”, said Jan, “though there was some 
feedback from the other people on the committee that you were 
a bit forceful at times. I say that to try and help…! But I’ll be 
honest; it wasn’t so much that you lost, it was more that the other 
company won. I can’t tell you who it was yet, but they really made 
us think about the relationship in a new way.”

Brienne asked what that meant. 

“  They were asking a lot of questions about our aspirations as 
a distributor”, he said. “They pointed out that distributors in 
Europe only have a 15% market share, compared to 20% in North 
America. They actually used the pitch to ask us why we felt that 
was, and suggested ways they could help us address those issues: 
things like improving logistics, specialist laboratory support, 
and training our sales team. They sort of reframed our thinking, 
then and there. We literally updated the criteria on our decision 
spreadsheet, right  
after the meeting.”

Jan said he was sorry it hadn’t worked out and wished Brienne success in the future. Brienne closed 
the video call and sat back in her chair. She was a wounded Warrior, but she would figure out what 
lessons to learn from this.
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Selling is very much about persuasion and influencing the outcome of a decision. But, as with insight, it 
is not enough on its own to win deals against a skilled competitor. 

1. Influencing strategies are vulnerable to game-changing insights. Brienne 
did most of the right things in her pursuit of CFC Chemie. She mapped out 
the decision-makers and their needs, and she explored their decision criteria 
in advance of the pitch. But she was essentially pitching a slightly improved 
version of the status quo. In contrast, the competitor was able to rewrite 
CFC’s decision criteria by bringing new insights to the table, and reframe the 
decision from “who’s the best adhesives supplier” to “who is the best partner 
to help us grow our business”.  This doesn’t happen every time, of course, but 
just as insight on its own is not enough to guarantee success, the same is true of 
influencing skills.

2. Influencing activities can also destroy trust. One of the other challenges with 
influencing customers is that influencing is fundamentally supplier-centric. 
You’re trying to get the customer to do what you want them to do, and if you 
don’t do that with great subtlety, it can easily destroy trust. When Brienne 
first started questioning the stakeholders at CFC Chemie, they felt she was 
interested in them, and their level of trust increased. But when she persisted 
beyond the natural end of that discussion, they began to feel that she was 
pursuing an agenda, and their level of trust took a rapid dip.  This, in turn, makes 
it harder to gain access to stakeholders to influence them, and makes the 
customer less likely to do what you want

Influencing skills, based on behavioural science and account strategy, are extremely powerful in 
guiding customers towards the right decision. However, influence without trust is ineffective, and 
influence without insight doesn’t create enough value to change the status quo and win deals. People 
who rely only on influence risk being seen as ‘pushy salespeople’. 

CARLOS WORKS TO GROW AN ACCOUNT
Carlos Flores sat back in his taxi after a friendly dinner with his main contact at CostLess, the national 
supermarket chain. Carlos had been their account manager for three years, ever since Argyll & Smith, 
his PR agency, won them as a client. Carlos prided himself on the strength of the relationship he had 
built with the CostLess team, and over dinner the client had actually said the words “I trust you” – 
something that made Carlos very happy. He knew that he had always gone above and beyond to make 
sure the client’s needs were met.

Slightly less pleasant was the prospect of updating Jules, the Partner in charge of the Retail Sector at 
Argyll & Smith. Jules was a numbers fanatic, and was unhappy that the CostLess account had shrunk 
over the last three years. Three months ago, Jules had asked Carlos to try and develop the account 
beyond the current project, which was focused on Public Relations for the stores in two large regions. 
Jules wanted Carlos to try and extend their work into the other three regions, and to begin working at 
the national level for CostLess as well. 

Carlos had raised these ideas with his contact, and they had agreed that there was a need to 
coordinate the local and national campaigns better. However, at dinner tonight the client explained 
that they hadn’t made much progress with the other Regional heads, or the Chief Marketing Officer, 
who owned the national campaign; yet they reassured Carlos that they had every confidence that 
Argyll & Smith could do a great job with a wider brief, and that they would keep trying. 

Carlos knew that the relationship he had built up would lead to new business over time, but he had 
to admit that he wasn’t looking forward to updating Jules with the news. As he got out of the taxi, he 
wondered what else he could do to move things along.
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Relationships and the ability to create trust are key to new business development and growing existing 
accounts. But as with our other stories, the one-dimensional approach is not enough. 

1. Trust without insight doesn’t stimulate demand. Carlos was trusted by 
his clients at CostLess, and that is an achievement. But trust is an enabler, 
not a driver, of growth. Clients may turn to a trusted advisor when they 
themselves have identified a need, but in order to stimulate demand, the 
salesperson needs to be proactive in bringing insight to the discussion. 
These insights can relate to the customer’s objectives, the barriers to 
achieving them, or possible solutions, but without those insights the value 
created by the salesperson will be limited, and so will the potential for 
proactive growth. 

2. Trust is insufficient to influence outcomes. Just as trust on its own isn’t 
enough to stimulate demand, so it’s also not enough to get a customer to 
act. The customer Buying Cycle is complex and iterative, so salespeople 
need a range of influencing skills to encourage and guide customers 
around the cycle. Carlos suggested an idea to his contact, but he failed to 
show why a change was necessary, and then left it to his contact to build 
urgency and momentum with the rest of the organisation. Just as with 
Alex and Nova Auto, Carlos failed to explore what would need to happen 
to get the customer organisation to change. 

So trust is a vital enabler to gain access to decision-makers within an account. But just as insight and 
influence on their own are not enough to win and grow business, the same is true of trust. People 
who rely only on trust to sell are what we at Imparta describe as ‘friendly helpers’. They may help to 
maintain your position within an account, but they are vulnerable to more insightful or influential 
competitors, and they are not proactive enough to drive growth in the business. 

Despite all the best efforts of sales leaders, the Friendly Helper is by far the largest group of 
salespeople that we see in most companies around the world. 

+ +
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Insight, Influence and Trust
These examples illustrate that INSIGHT, INFLUENCE and TRUST are, by themselves, not sufficient to 
win. Yet, taken together, they are the three dimensions that, based on more than 20 years of research 
and experience with global sales teams, most accurately define what remarkable selling is  
all about.

Create value through disruptive insights 
into needs solutions and decision process

Gain access through credibility, 
reliability, business intimacy and 

customer centricity

Influence desired outcomes through 
the ethical use of behavioural science 

and decision strategy

INSIGHT

TRUSTINFLUENCE

INSIGHT is the degree to which salespeople 
create value through disruptive, specific  
insights into a customer’s needs, solutions  
and decision process.

INFLUENCE is how well salespeople achieve 
desired outcomes within the account, through  
the ethical use of behavioural science, and 
decision strategy.

TRUST is about how much access salespeople  

have to key decision makers, in order to  
have the conversations that deliver insight  
and influence. 

In describing trust, we owe a debt to David 
Maister, Robert Galford and Charles Green, 
and their seminal work The Trusted Advisor. 
They define trust using an equation based on 
credibility, reliability, business intimacy and 
customer-centricity.
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The diagram below shows these three dimensions of selling as the axes on a cube. Each of the 
archetypes represented by Alex, Brienne and Carlos can be shown as points on the cube where 
someone is strong on one dimension, but weak on the others.

In our experience, even having two of the three dimensions is not enough. In the next diagram, you can 
see the archetypes that have two of the three dimensions. 

Friendly 
helper

Pushy 
salesperson

Insightful outsider
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• INSIGHTFUL OUTSIDER. Challenges the status quo, but lacks the interpersonal skills to build 
trust, and the behavioural tools and account strategies required to influence the decision. 

• SELF-ORIENTED DISRUPTOR. They combine real insight with strong influencing skills. But they 
struggle to gain access because they come across as having a strong agenda rather than being 
customer-centric, and that destroys trust.

• PUSHY SALESPERSON. Knows how to get a customer to do what they want, but through lack of 
insight and trust is seen as low-value, manipulative and ‘pushy’.

• RUNNER-UP. Can develop trust with the customer, and has the influencing skills to win new 
business and grow existing accounts, but remains vulnerable to more insightful competitors and 
can fail to adapt to changing circumstances. Often a close runner-up in pitches.

• FRIENDLY HELPER. Is trusted by the customer to do what they are asked, but lacks the insight 
and influence to grow revenue. Sits in their comfort zone and allows the customer to do the same. 

• PURE CONSULTANT. Is trusted and brings insight to the customer’s situation, but lacks the 
behavioural science and account strategies needed to drive the buying process and win deals.

There is a final archetype that sits at the lowest point of all three axes, and that is the Order Taker. 
Lacking insight, influence and trust, they take orders as they come in, and little else. 

At the other extreme is the person who has enough of each of the three dimensions to beat the 
competition. The 3D Salesperson.

Friendly 
helper

Pushy 
salesperson

Insightful outsider

Consultant

Runner-up

Self-oriented 
disruptor



The 3D Advantage Sale

Copyright © Imparta Ltd. All Rights Reserved
11

The 3D Advantage™ Curriculum 
Insight, Influence and Trust play out in different ways at different stages of the customer Buying Cycle. 
Our 3D Advantage™ curriculum provides a complete, modular way of building critical skills for all 
customer-facing roles at all stages of the buying, adoption and renewal/expansion process. 

You won’t need every module or even every course, but the curriculum provides complete coverage  
of all the skills needed to win, protect and grow business. 

Our unique Training as a Service (TaaS) model means that you can have access to the full curriculum  
in modular form as and when you need it.
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We represent each skill as a card in a deck, and for each there are learning modules (face to  
face and eLearning1), reinforcement and application tools, and so on. These cards can be very  
helpful in workshops designed to tailor a training solution to the specific issues that your metrics  
have highlighted.

Please see our website for more details, and to request a deck of cards (free to qualified individuals 
and companies).

https://imparta.com/3d-advantage-sales-curriculum

* * *

Product and service innovation runs at such a pace that the sales team and associated roles are often a 
company’s main source of value creation and competitive advantage. 

Imparta’s 3D Advantage™ Curriculum offers a proven, practical methodology that will strengthen that 
competitive advantage and adapt to your specific challenges. We would be delighted to discuss how 
we might be able to help you use it to protect and grow your business. 

1   We are currently updating our curriculum to the 3D Advantage™ and can provide a schedule on request


