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FOREWORD
by Ayelt Gijzen · Binckhorst Legal & Finance
I come from sales. Calling, having a good conversation, making an offer, following up and not giving up too soon. For years that was my reality and it worked perfectly well.
At Binckhorst Legal & Finance we work with online leads: entrepreneurs who indicate that they are looking for a new accountant. We call, we discuss what someone needs, we send a quote and we follow it up. Not once, but consistently. That is how it is done, I thought.
So when I brought Greg in, the arrangements were clear. Call, quote, follow up. And that is what he did.
But we saw something change. More and more leads stopped responding to anything. You called and got no answer. You emailed and nothing came back. Meanwhile the pipeline only grew, and on paper that looked good. Anyone who looked more closely could see the air in it. And when you finally reached someone after a few attempts, you would sometimes hear that they had already chosen someone else.
I looked at our process. Are we calling fast enough? Are we following up often enough? Is our story strong enough?
Greg proposed something else. Stop sending quotes.
I could not agree with that straight away. A quote is tangible. You have something to call about, you can talk about an amount, you can agree on a next step. His reasoning was that you can only offer something once you know why someone wants to switch accountants in the first place.
So he had a conversation first. Not about the price, but about the reason. What is not working right now? Do you mainly want it to be cheaper, or do you want more attention? Do you want to keep doing your own bookkeeping or hand all of it over?
The consequence was that it took longer. Sometimes two or three conversations were needed before a proposal appeared. Sometimes he told an entrepreneur to take his time thinking it over.
That clashed with the way I work. I want results and I want speed, and there was someone having conversations without anything going out the door. We argued about it, more than once.
And still it worked.
Not every lead became a client, and that was never the aim. Anyone looking only for the lowest price did not end up with us. But the entrepreneurs who did sign knew why they had chosen us. Not because of a number on a quote, but because they had told us what they needed and we had adjusted our proposal to match.
Those turned out to be better clients. They stayed longer, and afterwards there was less discussion about what they could and could not expect.
What I did not know at the time is that Greg was working on a book. He never mentioned it and I never asked. I thought this was simply how he worked.
Only when I read it did I understand what I had been watching all along. What I had experienced myself — the leads that went quiet, the quotes that led nowhere, the conversations that only started working once they took longer — turned out not to be a matter of effort. There was a reasoning underneath it.
That is why I am writing this foreword. Not because I want to explain something about sales; others are better at that. But because I saw it work before I knew why it worked.
I still believe in following up. I still believe that at some point a salesperson simply has to dare to ask for the business.
But I have learned that there is something that comes before that moment. And that it pays to take the time for it, even when that goes against your instinct.
Ayelt Gijzen
Binckhorst Legal & Finance
The Hague, 2026
A WORD BEFORE WE START
People do not make wrong decisions.
They make logical decisions inside the world they can see.
• • •
Some books teach you what to do.
Others explain why something works.
This book attempts something else.
It shows you how decisions actually come about.
Not only in sales.
But everywhere.
In companies.
In families.
In politics.
In education.
In leadership.
And perhaps most important of all…
…in yourself.
• • •
Because every day you make dozens of decisions.
Some of them small.
Others change your life.
And still, almost nobody has ever been taught how a decision actually comes about.
We learn arithmetic.
Writing.
Languages.
Management.
Marketing.
Sales.
Psychology.
Leadership.
But almost nowhere do we learn the mechanism behind a decision.
• • •
That is remarkable.
Because every organisation…
…every family…
…every entrepreneur…
…every manager…
…every salesperson…
…and every leader…
…ultimately depends on one thing.
That people decide to move.

• • •
For years I thought, like many others, that persuading was part of the job. That a good salesperson had to talk better.
That a good leader had to be more inspiring.
That a good manager needed more control.
That a better presentation would automatically lead to better results.
But time and again I saw the same thing happen.
Some people changed.
Others did not.
Some customers bought.
Others walked away.
Some teams flourished.
Others got stuck.
Not because the people were different.
But because the environment had been designed differently.
• • •
That realisation changed everything.
Slowly I began to recognise the same patterns everywhere.
In casinos, where I used to work.
At international companies.
In marketing, my own field.
In sales, which I have been doing for decades.
With governments, which I deal with daily for my clients’ subsidies.
While raising my children.
In my own relationships, both professional and personal.
Even in designing software: our own agentic AI agent
Henk and our sales CRM.
And so on.
• • •
Again and again it turned out that successful results rarely happen by accident. They are designed.
And believe it or not, so are bad results. You do all of that yourself, without realising it. When something goes wrong, you look for the fault in someone else sooner than in yourself.
Or worse, you tend to call it bad luck.
Or resistance.
Or a lack of motivation.
Or a difficult customer.
• • •
So this book is not about selling.
Although salespeople will probably recognise a great deal in it.
It is not about leadership.
Although leaders will get a lot out of it.
It is not about marketing.
Although marketers will recognise the principles immediately.
And it is not about personal development either.
Although it will probably make you look at yourself differently.
This book is about something more fundamental.
What do you mean… I hear you ask.
Well… I am going to break into your head.
It is…
…not about persuading.
…not about better arguments.
…and not about the right technique at the right moment.
What then?
Here it is.
This book is about what has to be in place before anyone can decide.
About designing the conditions in which people can arrive at the right decision themselves.
• • •
And here comes the most striking part:

Without pressure.
Without manipulation.
Without tricks.
Is that even possible?
Hmm…
That question I cannot answer. I will be honest about it. Why not? Because you are reading this book from your own perspective. “From your own perspective” is a phrase you will read more often in this book. What do I mean by it?
“Acting from your own situation, your own knowledge and your own experience.”
Put simply: you are who you are, and you see things through your own lens and not through someone else’s. Sounds obvious. It is anything but. This book will explain why.
So the answer to that question? I cannot give it to you in three words. You are going to discover it here yourself, by reading on. But let me start here.
Grab a coffee and settle in.
• • •
Before I go on, one more thing. While writing this book I discovered something I had never expected. The principles that help an entrepreneur invest…
…turn out to be the same principles with which parents build trust.
The same principles with which a government makes policy succeed.
The same principles by which organisations grow.
And the same principles with which people change their own lives. Read that again and let it sink in. Then read it once more. Why am I asking you to? That… you will only understand at the end of this book. But it starts here. And I want you to understand why you are reading this book.
• • •
Why does this matter so much? Because when I realised it myself, it made one thing clear to me.
We are not talking about separate techniques.
We are talking about laws.
Which laws?
…these…
Design laws.
What do you mean by that?
This:
Just as an architect takes gravity, load-bearing capacity and construction into account… you can take into account the laws that govern human behaviour. Ignore those laws… and you can work extremely hard and still run into the same disappointments over and over. Work with those laws… and change suddenly becomes logical
• • •
Let me give you an example.
I will take one from my own trade. Selling.
If you work in sales or marketing, you will recognise this. If you do not, read on anyway. You need no prior knowledge, and it is exactly the same logic as in every other role.
Here we go.
Almost everyone thinks selling is a talent.
That one person has it and another does not.
That it is about smooth talking, about being liked, about the right trick at the right moment.
I spent thirty years in that trade, and I will say it straight out: that is nonsense. Complete rubbish. Drivel.
Do you really dare to say that?
Yes!
I have worked in sales on three different continents and the basic principles are the same everywhere.
• • •
Selling is not a gift.
That is drivel with nothing behind it. Someone said it once and everybody repeats it. Because they do not know any better or have never looked into it themselves.
So is it a trick then?
Absolutely not!
Although I have to be honest: you can learn a sales story by heart as a trick and use it as a pitch to land a customer.
• • •
Most salespeople are fans of Jordan Belfort and have seen The Wolf of Wall Street more than once. In it you see him develop a pitch with which he convinces people to put their money into shares. That pitch works like a trick and anyone can learn it. It is a script you memorise and apply. Literally… word for word.
Does it work?
It certainly does.
Is it selling?
Barely.
Why not? Because it only works there. In those circumstances, with that product, on those people. Try selling a car with it as a dealer. Nobody falls for it.
• • •
Am I being harsh?
No. This is the plain truth. Anyone who resorts to tricks like that is more often than not a fraud.
How do I know?
Ask yourself this question.
What happened afterwards to all those investors of Belfort’s?
Was that successful selling?
For him and his team, perhaps. But for his customers?
If you know how things actually ended for Jordan Belfort, that should say enough. I do not think you should want that for yourself. That kind of success has a flip side.
The law. Sooner or later it crosses your path.
I have seen them come and I have seen them go.
Salespeople like that are fortune hunters who want to make money fast. Nothing more, nothing less.
Those are not salespeople.
Those are criminals who discovered a sales trick and use it. They really are wolves tearing their prey apart.
• • •
Is that what you want to be? Fine. Then this book will not help you.
You will not get a script from me. That would feel like handing you a tool to break into your neighbour’s house. I refuse.
Do you want sales as a profession, and do you want to earn a good living from it consistently, your whole career? Then this is how you do it.
Sales is a profession with laws and rules.
I would almost say that sales is a craft. Something you first have to learn and then practise for years.
Like bricklaying. Like carpentry.
And those laws are not new. The principles are as old as trade itself. They were written down about a century ago and have been tested hundreds of thousands of times since, in every industry you can think of.
They behave every bit as inexorably as the gravity that architect takes into account.
The science behind sales is in the textbooks on Commercial Economics. In 1983 this is what my Commercial Economics teacher drilled into me:
• • •
“Commercial economics is the science concerned with the problems and opportunities that arise from, and are connected with, the buying and selling of a product.”
NB: (I still remember this, Mr Olieslagers. He drilled it into us, quite literally so that you would never forget it.)
I admit it. It is dated now. But my knowledge of sales comes from there. That is the foundation I laid for myself.
I looked up the current definition of Commercial Economics online and came across this:
• • •
“Commercial economics is the applied science concerned with the relationship between an organisation and its market.
The field focuses on discovering market needs and translating them into successful products or services, in order to create value for both the customer and the company.”
• • •
Has much changed?
Not really. The basic principles are still the same, only in a more modern jacket, because the internet now has a great deal of influence and has changed some of the assumptions.
• • •
But at its core, sales is unchanged:
Sales runs through four steps.
One. Introduction.
Two. Trial. Trying it out.
Three. Sales. Only here does selling begin.
Four. After-care (customer service) and after-sales (helpdesk). Keeping customers and growing them.
Remember that order. We will come back to it shortly, and then it will turn out to be a lot less optional than it looks right now.
But first the hierarchy, because that is usually where it already goes wrong.
• • •
This is what you need to know.
Sales is the goal. At the end of it stands someone who pays.
Marketing is not something that exists alongside sales. Marketing is the toolkit of sales.
What? A toolkit? Explain.
• • •
The purpose of marketing is to communicate with the potential customer, so that he is willing to buy your product.
And now I am going to say something that makes marketing people uncomfortable.
Marketing is manipulation.

Not in the sinister sense of the word. But the purpose really is to influence your decision, so that you do what sales is asking of you: buy the product.
It is as simple as that.
All that advertising you see go by every day? It is not there to inform you. It is there to steer your decision.
The science behind that is called promotion. That is the marketing instrument deployed for the job.
Still with me?
Let me make it clearer.
• • •
Sales needs marketing to bring the customer round to buying the product.
And not the other way round.
Here lies one of the biggest mistakes companies can make:
making marketing responsible for sales.
That is asking for trouble.
• • •
It is the same as having the bricklayer fit the window frames and the doors.
Does he know something about it?
Certainly. He has watched the carpenter do it often enough.
Is it his speciality?
No.
Do you get the right result?
You know the answer.
And it works no better the other way round. Try asking the electrician to lay your floors.
They are all disciplines that belong to building a house. But every one of them is a separate trade, with its own training and its own toolbox. Because they are all construction workers we assume they can do everything. Strange, is it not?
• • •
So it is equally strange to see that in companies the marketing department gets the budget for winning customers and also determines how sales operates. As if the carpenter had to explain to the bricklayer how to lay the bricks. Utterly upside down. And yet this is what many companies do with their sales.
And worse. With the arrival of the internet, marketing has started behaving even more prominently and has effectively seized power. Marketing began deciding how new customers were brought in.
The result? Well… you can fill that in yourself.
Many companies destroy their budget that way and are left with leads that sales cannot convert into customers.
And then follows the conversation you hear in every company.
Marketing says sales does not follow up the leads. Sales says the leads are worthless.

They are both right.
And that is why nothing happens. And there you have it… the outline of a design flaw.
• • •
You see it more and more often these days, because the internet has rearranged these rules. But that is a different discussion.
Remember this part:
“Sales needs marketing to attract customers who want to buy the product.”
How does that work?
Like this.
• • •
Marketing has a toolbox of its own for that. The familiar four P’s.
Product. What you sell, including quality, design, brand name and packaging.
Price. What the product costs, including discounts and profit margins.
Place. Where and how the product is available, in other words the distribution channels.
Promotion. How you convince the customer to buy your product.
And now comes the most confusing part.
• • •
Promotion has a toolbox of its own as well: advertising, free publicity, sponsorship, social media, personal selling, temporary campaigns. And these: branding and yes, Google (SEO/GEO).
Three layers, then.
Sales.
Marketing.
Promotion.
Stay with me a little longer.
Not much further. We are almost there.
This is my point.
Sales, marketing and promotion are three different things inside a company, and they are confused with one another constantly.
Look back at the bricklayer, the carpenter and the electrician. Together they build a house.
With sales it is no different. Together these three sell a product.
• • •
Sales is selling a product directly to a customer.
Marketing is researching the market and what the customer wants.
Promotion is drawing temporary attention to a product in order to pull in extra buyers.
• • •
Here is my question.
Have you ever seen a bricklayer laying bricks with a saw?
Sounds ridiculous, does it not?
Why exactly? Because a saw belongs in the carpenter’s toolbox. Everyone knows that, including people who have never laid a brick. And yet precisely that happens in sales, every day, in every company. There the toolboxes get thrown together. Not out of ill will, but because people work on feeling rather than on knowledge. As long as it feels right.
And that is where it goes wrong.
• • •
Pick up the wrong tool in sales and it fails. And because nobody knows why it failed, the pointing begins. At the leads. At the market. At the competition. At each other.
It was the saw.
• • •
So it is crucial that you choose the right tool.
And for that you have to know how sales really works. Not according to your feeling, but according to the laws and rules that have been there all along.
• • •
This, then.
Sales. The personal contact with the customer. Closing the deal and signing the contract. Turning interest into money.
Marketing. Discovering what the customer wants and needs. Devising the right product, the right price and the right place to sell it.
Building a lasting relationship with the customer.
Promotion. Making a product or service known. Offering an extra advantage, such as a discount or something free. A short campaign to sell more right now.
• • •
They work together like a relay team.
Marketing runs the first leg,
promotion puts in the burst in the middle,
sales finishes it off.
Three runners, one baton. And whoever takes the baton too early, falls.
• • •
This is how that cooperation runs in practice.
Step one. Marketing lays the foundation. Research into the target group.
Determining what the product will cost. Choosing the best place to sell it.
Step two. Promotion draws attention. Getting the target group excited. Launching a striking campaign. Offering a temporary discount to draw people in.
Step three. Sales closes the deal. Receiving the interested customer.
Answering the final questions. Selling the product and bringing in the revenue.
• • •
A concrete example.

A new gym.
Marketing discovers that people in the neighbourhood want to live more healthily but have little time, and comes up with a concept: fit fast in thirty minutes a day.
Promotion puts up posters in the area and launches an online campaign:
sign up this week and train your first month free.
Sales is standing ready at the desk when those people walk in, gives them a tour and gets the annual contract signed.
“Three disciplines. One movement. Swap them around and nothing happens.”
• • •
So:
Sales says where you have to go.
Marketing determines how you get there.
And the promotion tools are the equipment you take out of the box for it.
Anyone who mixes up those layers does something he would never do with a house: start painting while the foundation has not been poured. It is the same as a carpenter trying to fasten a screw with a hammer.
The hammer is not a bad tool.
It is simply being used at the wrong moment.
• • •
Then the question that comes before everything else.
Where do you begin?
Simple. At step one, introduction. And not at step three, sales.
And here too you do not have to guess or go on instinct. The rules are already there. When introducing your product, answer this question:
“What is actually new here: the product, the market, or both?”
A new product in a new market.
A new product in an existing market.
An existing product in an existing market.
An existing product in a new market.
Those look like four variations on the same thing. They are not.
They are four different assignments, with four different budgets and four different timelines.
• • •
If the product is new and the market is new, you have to explain two things at once: that the product exists, and that there is a reason to want it. That takes months. Often years.
If it is an existing product in an existing market, the market has known for ages what it is about and the only remaining question is why this product in particular.
Same product. Different world. Different tools.
Skip that question and you start at the wrong step.
And then we come to the real point.
Because after that the order is fixed. Four phases. Always these, always in this order.
• • •
Phase one. Introduction.
The product exists, and nobody knows it. There is no demand, because there is no awareness yet that it exists.
Everything in this phase turns on one thing: awareness.
Here you choose your marketing tool, and that is almost always promotion. But promotion is itself a box of tools. Are you going to advertise? Do you deploy free publicity? Do you start with sponsorship?
That is not a matter of taste. Each of those three does something different, and in phase one only some of them work.
• • •
Sponsorship, for instance, does nothing for a product nobody knows. Sponsorship only works once people already know you and you want to start meaning something to them. In phase one it is money thrown away.
• • •
I have watched companies do exactly that. In Part III I describe what I witnessed at close range in 1994 at the marketing department of Eurostar, and what that one reversed order cost.
Hundreds of millions. There was no bungling. People worked hard, clever people, with a great deal of money.
The order was simply wrong.
• • •
Phase two. Trial.
Awareness is not a sale. Someone who knows your product exists still has no reason to pay for it.
So you let them try it. Free, cheap, a trial period, a sample, a demonstration.
Why? Because in this phase you are not asking for money. You are asking for an experience.
Anyone who has held the product in his hands no longer needs convincing that it works. He knows.
Skip this phase and go straight to selling, and you are asking people to pay for something they have only your word about.
They will not.
• • •
Phase three. Sales.
Only now? Only now? Yes! Only now!
This is the most common mistake among people starting a new business.
Why only now?
Only now is it a logical step rather than a forced one.
Do you see the difference? This is what you need to see.
The product is now known, it has been tried, and there are people who know from their own experience what it does for them. You read this in reviews. That is why reviews matter so much to companies. The user shares his experience.
Only here do you set up a sales operation. Only here do you invest in salespeople, in channels, in scale.
Do it earlier and you are paying a sales team to talk to people who do not yet know what it is about. That is the most expensive way of buying awareness there is.
• • •
Phase four. After-care and after-sales.
The product has been accepted. To a large extent it sells itself. Now it is about keeping and growing: after-care, repeat purchase, up-selling.
And only now does it become about what the product means. What it stands for. Why people choose this and not that other thing.
That is branding, and branding is an entirely different trade from everything that came before.
• • •
And now the law
You cannot skip these four phases. You cannot reverse them. And you cannot give them your own interpretation because in your case it feels different.
Do it anyway and it goes wrong.
Not perhaps. Always.
That is a guarantee I am giving you. One to one. Take that to the bank.
Sounds harsh, does it?
Agreed. It is.
But ask yourself this. Do you want to be a bricklayer who lays bricks with a saw? Or do you want to learn to handle a trowel?
Take your pick.
• • •
Let me turn it around for a moment.
Picture a lawyer who has never read the statute books. Who walks into the courtroom on experience and instinct, thinking: I will see how it falls.
That man does not become a lawyer.
He does not even get into the courtroom.
In law that is unthinkable.
In sales it is the most normal thing in the world.
And that is where the problem sits.

The science behind selling is already there. It is in the Commercial Economics textbook. It has been researched, written down and tested.
Only almost nobody reads it.
And whoever does not know the laws works on instinct.
Instinct is not a method.
Instinct is gambling.
• • •
I used to work in a casino.
I never saw a player win consistently.
Luck runs out at some point. And then you meet yourself, or your boss.
End of exercise.
• • •
This is the reality.
Start phase one with branding and your product will not survive phase two. Put a sales team in place in phase two and you burn through your budget before anyone has tried the product. Skip the trial and you can advertise until you are blue in the face.
That is not an opinion. That is how the laws of Commercial Economics work.
You are not smarter than the order.
Nobody is.
• • •
And now comes the uncomfortable part.
I am putting it under a magnifying glass, because in many companies it is simply standing practice. The word that comes to mind is incompetence.
In the chapter on design flaws I explain why we make those mistakes. Because we decide on the basis of assumptions and on what I earlier called instinct, instead of on knowledge that has been available all along.
And I will bet you recognise it in your own company.
You see it in the sales and marketing people who get dismissed because no money is being made.
Read carefully what I am saying. Not because they miss their targets, because they do hit them.
But it does not bring in money.
And that is what sales exists for.
• • •
Do not forget that, because many people do.
If I sell nothing for a month, at the end of that month I have no income.
That is how hard this trade is.
That is why sales gurus like Jordan Belfort are heroes to salespeople. You can disapprove of their methods, and his have been convicted, but they did one thing well. They made money.
And that is why you choose this trade.
Sales is not a game of chance. It is a profession with a theory you have to master.

And this is everything you need to know and remember about sales:
Anyone responsible for bringing a product to market who lacks this basic knowledge thinks he had bad luck. That the market was not ready. That the team was not good enough.
It was none of those. That is drivel.
This is the truth: “The design was wrong.”
Selling does not rest on clever tricks. It rests on design laws. You design a sales process that fits what you want to achieve, and you follow it step by step, without skipping a single one. A strategy is something you design. You do not gamble on it. And that is the only thing that works.
• • •
Do I have a big mouth?
Perhaps.
But I am not here to apologise for what I say.
You learn nothing from that, and then I might as well not have written this book.
I do not just want to tell you a story. I want you to get something out of it. And that will not happen if I leave things out because they sit uncomfortably.
• • •
In this book you are going to get to know me. That starts now.
Because something is going to happen while you read.
You may discover that some convictions you held to be true for years do not hold up at all.
You may recognise yourself in some parts.
That can feel uncomfortable.
That is normal.
New insight almost always begins with doubt.
Not about the world.
But about the way you look at it.
I invite you not to avoid that doubt.
Embrace it. It is the beginning of a search for something you did not know existed.
You are about to walk a new path. Perhaps you are in the dark, feeling for the light switch.
This is what I want to give you.
Look for the science behind an assumption.
Because that is exactly where insight begins.
• • •
Perhaps that is the most important thought to start you off with.
This book is not trying to change you.
It is trying to show you something.
It turns on the light. Where you walk after that is up to you.
Because once the light is on…
…you cannot go back into the dark.
Welcome to the Fire Path.
Enjoy this new journey.

THE PHILOSOPHY OF THE FIRE TRIANGLE™
There is no opinion here.
There is a claim.
If that claim holds, then after this chapter you will look differently at every conversation that stalls. If it does not hold, you have lost ten minutes.
Judge for yourself.
• • •
WHY THIS BOOK EXISTS
Every day thousands of decisions are made inside companies.
Some of them change an organisation.
Others disappear quietly into a drawer.
Good ideas run aground.
Projects stall.
Changes never get off the ground.
Not because the plans are bad.
But because people do not move.
• • •
And then we all do exactly the same thing.
We write a better plan.
We organise another meeting.
We produce a detailed report.
We gather more figures.
We send reminders.
We increase the budget.
We apply more pressure.
And still nothing changes.
Why not?
Because a decision does not arise from information. It never has.
Information is a condition. Not a cause.
A decision arises when the right conditions come together. If they are not there, you can explain until you go cross-eyed. No decision is made, full stop.

• • •
WHAT THE PHILOSOPHY SAYS
THE FIRE TRIANGLE™
What fuel, oxygen and heat do for fire, stake, trust and urgency do for a decision.
Three conditions make it possible. Only an event makes it real. With wood we call that a spark; with people, a moment of decision.

One sentence. That sentence is at the front of this book for a reason.
You cannot force anyone to make a decision. All you can do is design an environment in which that decision becomes the logical one.
Read it again. There is more in it than it says.
It does not say that people are being difficult. It says they cannot be forced. Full stop.
And it does not say you are powerless either. It says there is something else to be done than what is being done now. Remember this part.
Later in this book I will tell you a story about my early years as a croupier in casinos, and how I turned a powerless situation into a way of working I could actually use. Then this will become clear to you by itself. Chances are the penny will drop for you too. Just watch.
• • •
What makes this claim so special?
This claim rests on three points. There are no more than that.
One. Behaviour is a consequence of circumstances, not of character.
Someone who does not decide is not lazy, not stupid and not opposed. Something is missing from his situation. And as long as you are looking at him instead of at that situation, you are looking at the wrong thing.
Two. There are three conditions, and they are not negotiable.
Stake. Trust. Urgency.
If one is missing, nothing happens. Not less. Nothing. Exactly as a fire does not half burn when the oxygen runs out. It stops burning. That is a fixed fact. You simply cannot manipulate it.
Three. Diagnosis comes before solution.
“Always.” Without exception. And this is the step almost everyone skips. Why? It goes against our nature.
• • •
Now the unpleasant part.
Because this claim is not kind. It is awkward.
As long as it is down to them, nothing has to change. The customer was not ready. The team would not come along. The market was not there yet.
That is comfortable. And it is the reason organisations have exactly the same problem year after year and invent a new name for it every time.
If it is down to the design, the finger points at the designer.
And that is you. Not a pleasant thought. Count on pushing it away a few times before you let it in.
• • •
For the record: this does not say that people are always right.
Sometimes someone is simply a nuisance. Those exist. I know a few myself. But in by far the most cases where it looks like a nuisance, there is a design flaw underneath.
That is an unpleasant score to keep. Keep it anyway.
• • •
WHAT THIS BOOK IS NOT ABOUT
This book is not about sustainability.
Not about sales.
Not about leadership.
Not about innovation.
Not about management.
And not about personal development either.
Those are all applications.
Sustainability is an application. Sales is an application.
Leadership is an application. Negotiating is an application.
Change management is an application.
This book is about what lies underneath all of them.
Why people move.
That is not a field. It sits beneath every field. And that is why you will soon look at it with different eyes, whether you sell, lead or make policy.
• • •
MY PROMISE
After this book you will ask a different question.
No longer: why is this not working?
But:
Where is the fire missing?
That looks like a small difference. It is the largest difference there is.
The first question looks for someone to blame. The second looks for a cause.
With someone to blame you repair one case. With a cause you repair all the ones that follow.
• • •
And you do not only ask that question of others.
One day you will be sitting in the car after a conversation that did not work, and you will ask it of yourself.
That is exactly where change begins.
• • •
“A fire never goes out because the match was not good enough. A fire goes out because one of the conditions for lighting it was missing. With people it is no different.”
— Greg Trinidad
HOW TO READ THIS BOOK
Something practical first. Do not skip this.
I know. A reading guide sounds like the instruction manual that comes with a toaster.
It is here anyway, for two reasons.
The first: this book has a handful of recurring elements. If you know what they do, you will read a good deal faster and miss less.
The second is more honest. It is a thick book, and almost nobody reads a thick book from front to back.
Most writers pretend otherwise. I do not. Further on you will find exactly where to start if chapter 1 does not appeal to you right now.
• • •
THE RECURRING ELEMENTS
The opening quote. It sits under the chapter title and sets the direction of the chapter. One line, and often the summary of everything that follows.
What the fire tells you. The core in a box. Short. You are allowed to contradict it; that is the point. In fact, if you never think “yes, but” anywhere in this book, I have not done my job properly.
Design flaw and Design law. Numbered, and running through the whole book. A design flaw is something we structurally get wrong. A design law is the rule underneath it.
At the back they are all listed together, so you can look them up without leafing back through the whole book.
The closing question. It ends nearly every chapter. That question is the subject of the next chapter. So do not read it as a conclusion, but as a door.
• • •
A WARNING ABOUT PARTS I AND II
In the first two parts you will notice that a chapter regularly ends by telling you it was about something other than you thought.
That is deliberate.
And yes, it is irritating. I know. I feel it myself when I reread this book. But those parts are about discovering, and discovering simply does not work if I tell you in advance what you are going to find.
Then all you read is confirmation of something you already knew.
From Part III onwards it stops. There is nothing left to reveal there.
There it is only applied.
• • •
WHAT IS AT THE BACK
The diagnosis on a single page.
The Fire Path.
All the design flaws.
All the design laws.
And the reflection questions.
That is the part you will probably return to most often. Put a finger in it now.
• • •
WHERE TO START
This book is written to be read from front to back. Parts I and II build on each other, and the later parts keep referring back to them.
But it is a thick book, and not everyone reads that way.
So if you would rather start somewhere else, these are the routes.
• • •
Do you work in sales? Read 1, then 9 and 10, then 17.
After that 15, because that is about the moment most salespeople ruin.
• • •
Do you lead people? Read 1, then 11 and 13, then 18.
After that 23, because projects run aground on exactly the same thing.
• • •
Do you make policy? Read 2 and 8, then 19.
Chapter 8 matters most there, and it is not about sustainability.
• • •
Do you advise? Read 5 and 7, then 10 and 14.
Those are the four chapters on the order of diagnosis and solution.
• • •
Are you stuck with yourself? Read 13 and 25.
There are only two, and together they take half an hour.
PART I
THE FIRE
Why people do not move of their own accord.
CHAPTER 1
Everyone was right. And it still did not work.
“The greatest discoveries rarely begin with an answer. They begin with a question that refuses to leave your head.”
There are questions that never let go of you.
Not because they are complicated.
Precisely because they look so simple.
Why does one person buy and another does not?
Why does one manager get his people moving without much effort, while another keeps pulling and pushing?
Why do some organisations manage to change, while others talk about change for years without anything actually happening?
I carried those questions around with me for years.
Not from a textbook.
Not because I wanted to develop a theory.
But because I kept running into them in practice.
And looking back, I know my search began far earlier than I thought at the time.
The adviser who thought he was doing well
When I started advising, I was convinced that a good conversation was about knowledge.
The more I knew, the better I could help someone.
That made sense, too.
If someone has a financial question, you have to know what you are talking about.
You have to understand the figures.
You have to know the options.
You have to know what the consequences of different choices are.
You have to be able to explain risks.
You have to be able to show alternatives.
So that is exactly what I did.
I prepared conversations well.
I gathered information.
I made calculations.
I explained.
And when someone asked a question, I tried to answer it as completely as possible.
I thought that was where my value lay.
In my knowledge.
In my solution.
In my ability to make complicated things understandable.
That turned out to be only partly true.
Because at a certain point I noticed something.
The people sitting across from me could usually follow my explanation perfectly well.
They understood what I was telling them.
They saw the advantages.
They agreed with me.
And still they made no decision.
Sometimes a follow-up appointment was made.
Sometimes they said:
“Let me think it over.”
Or:
“I will get back to you.”
Or:
“We need to discuss this at home first.”
And sometimes nothing happened at all.
I found that difficult.
Because if someone does not understand, you can explain it again. If someone has an objection, you can discuss it. If someone is missing information, you can give them that information.
But what do you do when someone understands everything and still does nothing?
In the beginning I had no good answer to that.
My story
A folder under my arm
In the late nineties I worked as a financial adviser.
My job looked simple.
I helped people arrange their financial future properly.
At least…
That is what I thought.
I drove to people’s homes.
With a folder under my arm.
I was prepared.
I knew the products.
I knew the figures.
I knew the tax rules.
I knew what I had to say.
I knew which advantages to name.
I knew how to handle objections.
I had learned what a good sales conversation was supposed to look like.
And that is what I did.
Properly.
Professionally.
By the book.
But there was one problem.
A lot of people bought nothing.
I found that strange.
Because I was not selling a luxury product.
I was not selling a new television.
Not a car.
Not a holiday.
I was selling something I thought almost everyone would consider important.
A supplementary pension.
An annuity.
Financial security for later.
Who on earth wants less income later on?
That was so obvious to me that I did not even question it.
Surely everyone wants a decent pension?
So if I told someone he could improve his pension, surely that person would be interested?
That is how I thought.
And that is exactly where my mistake began.
“My pension is perfectly well arranged, isn’t it?”
I still remember how I opened conversations.
I sat across from a couple at the kitchen table.
I opened my folder.
And said:
“Good afternoon, sir, madam. I am here to help you arrange your pension properly.”
Looking back, that sounds pleasant enough.
Helpful, even.
But almost always there was a reaction.
“What do you mean? My pension is perfectly well arranged, isn’t it?”
Then I would start explaining.
That it could be even better.
That there were tax advantages.
That an annuity could offer extra security.
That it was wise to look ahead now.
I told them.
I backed it up.
I calculated.
I gave examples.
I did exactly what I had been taught.
And still, many conversations ended with the same words.
“We will think it over.”
Or sometimes, more honestly:
“We do not really need it, actually.”
I would drive home with a strange feeling.
Because I did not understand it.
Why did they not see what I saw?
Surely I had something useful to offer?
Surely I was not selling them something they did not need at all?
I had come to help them.
That, at least, was my conviction.
So I got better
Like every salesperson who takes himself seriously, I drew a conclusion from that.
Not:
perhaps I am doing something wrong.
But:
I have to get better.
So I started taking training courses.
New techniques.
New arguments.
New closing questions.
New ways of handling objections.
I learned how to steer conversations.
How to present the advantages of a product more effectively.
How to deal with doubt.
How to guide someone towards a decision.
I got better.
It felt that way, too.
I knew more.
I presented better.
I responded to objections faster.
I knew more techniques.
But something strange happened.
The result barely changed.
Looking back, I can see exactly what I was doing.
When something did not work, I reached for another match.
But I did not know that yet.
A conversation that changed everything
The turning point did not come during a sales training.
Not because I got a better product.
And not because I suddenly became a brilliant salesperson.
It came through a conversation.
An ordinary conversation.
At someone’s home.
And really it began because for the first time I did not do something.
I stopped talking.
And started looking.
Take a look around you
I no longer looked at my folder.
Not at the policy.
Not at the pension statement.
Not at the tax advantages I was so keen to explain.
I looked at the people across from me.
And at their home.
On the wall hung photographs of their children.
On the drive stood two cars.
Beside the house stood a caravan.
There was a dog that came bounding up to me.
It was clear that these people were happy with their lives.
They had built something.
A house.
A family.
A way of living.
And suddenly I asked myself a different question.
Not:
“How do I get these people to buy an annuity?”
But:
“What actually matters to these people?”
That was an entirely different question.
I asked a different question
I did not start about pensions.
I did not start about money.
I did not start about an annuity.
I said:
“What a beautiful place you have here. Have you lived here long?”
That was all.
No technique.
No rehearsed icebreaker.
I was simply curious.
And something happened.
The atmosphere changed.
They started talking.
About their children.
About holidays.
About the renovation.
About the neighbourhood.
About the caravan.
About their plans.
About their lives.
And for the first time I was not having a sales conversation.
I was having a conversation with people.
That difference looks small.
It was enormous.
What I was actually collecting
At that moment I realised I had gathered far more information in ten minutes than I could ever have got out of a standard sales conversation.
I knew they loved their house.
I knew they had no intention of simply moving.
I knew their children mattered to them.
I knew they liked going on holiday.
I knew their way of living had value to them.
But I had discovered something else as well.
Without calling it that at the time.
I had not only looked at what they had.
I had looked at what they wanted to keep.
That is something quite different.
Then came the pension papers
Only later did the papers come out on the table.
We looked at the income they had now.
Then at the income they could expect later.
I did not start explaining straight away.
That was harder than it sounds.
Because I knew exactly what I would normally say.
I knew the figures.
I knew the products.
I knew the arguments.
My head was full of answers.
But this time I kept my mouth shut.
I only pointed at the figures.
And asked a question.
“You love the way you live now, don’t you?”
They nodded.
“Yes, of course.”
I pointed at the figures again.
And asked:
“And honestly, do you think this income will be enough to keep living that way?”
Then something happened.
It went quiet.
Very quiet.
They were no longer looking at me.
They were looking at each other.
I will never forget that moment.
The twenty seconds
I still remember sitting there.
And saying nothing.
Those were perhaps the hardest twenty seconds of my entire career.
Every fibre in my body wanted to say something.
I wanted to explain.
I wanted to name the gap between their current income and their future income.
I wanted to tell them what the options were.
I wanted to use my knowledge.
That was what I had been trained for, after all.
But I did not do it.
I waited.
And precisely there something happened that I had never understood before.
The decision did not arise in my head.
The decision arose in theirs.
I no longer had to convince anyone.
All I had left to do was ask a question.
“Would you like me to help you bridge that gap?”
The answer was yes.
No annuity
Now look closely at what did not happen in that conversation.
I did not talk about tax advantages.
I did not handle an objection.
I did not use a closing technique.
I did not tell a complicated story about an annuity.
In fact:
I barely used the word annuity at all.
And still they wanted to go ahead.
At the time I mostly saw that as a win.
I had had a conversation.
I had helped a customer.
I had sold something.
Good.
Done.
Or so I thought.
What I did not know then was that I had just discovered something I would only truly understand twenty years later.
That evening
That evening I sat at home at the kitchen table.
As I so often did after a working day.
My diary lay open in front of me.
I looked at the conversations that had gone well.
And at the ones that had ended with:
“We will think it over.”
But this time I did not try to recall what I had said.
I tried to remember what they had said.
That turned out to be an important difference.
In the conversations that had stalled, I had been doing nearly all the talking.
I told them.
I explained.
I backed it up.
I persuaded.
I defended my advice.
In the conversations that had gone well, something else happened.
There the customer did the talking.
About his children.
His house.
His plans.
His business.
His future.
And suddenly I saw something I had not seen before.
Even more information
I thought perhaps I had missed something.
Perhaps I had not explained clearly enough why my solution was a good one.
So I went back to my story.
I told them the advantages one more time.
I showed them another calculation.
I gave another example.
I tried to make it more concrete.
Sometimes that worked.
But often it did not.
And when it did not work, my first conclusion was the obvious one:
I had not explained it well enough yet.
So my explanation had to get better.
In hindsight that sounds almost childishly simple.
But at the time it felt logical.
I was an adviser, after all.
My job was to help people make a good choice.
So if someone did not decide, I evidently had to do more.
More explaining.
More information.
More arguments.
More examples.
More certainty.
And with that I was getting closer and closer to a false conviction.
The conviction that every decision was ultimately an information problem.
If only someone knew enough, he would decide of his own accord.
That is what I believed.
Until practice showed me something else, over and over again.
A conversation that stayed with me
There is one experience that took on a different meaning for me much later.
At the time it was simply a conversation.
A conversation like so many others.
But afterwards it became one of the situations that set me thinking.
I sat across from a customer.
I had done my preparation.
I knew the situation.
I knew what I wanted to say.
And I was convinced I had a good story.
I told him what I had prepared.
I explained what the options were.
I discussed the consequences.
I showed what certain choices could mean.
The customer listened.
He asked questions.
I answered them.
The conversation actually went well.
That matters.
There was no conflict.
No resistance.
No argument.
No moment at which anyone said:
“I do not believe that.”
Or:
“I disagree.”
On the contrary.
The customer seemed to understand all of it.
And still no decision came.
I went home feeling I had done my job well.
But somewhere something kept nagging.
Because if I had done it so well, why did nothing happen?
Everyone was right
That slowly became a recurring pattern.
The entrepreneur was right.
I was right.
The solution was logical.
The arguments were sound.
The figures added up.
The information was available.
And still the situation stayed the same.
Everyone was right.
And it still did not work.
That eventually became a far more important observation for me than I realised at the time.
Because perhaps the problem was not that anyone was wrong.
Perhaps the problem was somewhere else entirely.
Perhaps being right was not enough to get someone moving.
That sounds simple.
But when you have worked for years on the assumption that a good solution leads to a decision by itself, it is an uncomfortable discovery.
Because then you have to look again at your own role.
The question behind the question
I began asking myself a different question.
Not:
“Why is this person not doing the logical thing?”
But:
“What is missing that keeps this person from moving?”
That was a completely different question.
With the first question you look at the other person.
With the second you look at the situation.
And perhaps more importantly:
you also look at yourself.
Because when someone does not move, that can of course be down to that person.
But it may also be that you have failed to see something.
That you made an assumption.
That you went to the solution too quickly.
That you considered something important that the other person did not care about at all.
Or that you thought there was urgency, while the other felt none whatsoever.
From that moment on, the way I looked at things changed.
Not all at once.
Not overnight.
But slowly.
I began to look at conversations differently.
I listened differently.
I paid more attention to what people said.
But also to what they did not say.
And above all to the difference between words and behaviour.
Because there was something there.
People say what they think
A customer may say:
“Yes, that is indeed sensible.”
But nothing has been decided by that.
Someone may say:
“We really ought to do that.”
But that does not mean he is going to do it either.
Someone may say:
“I completely agree with you.”
And then do nothing for six months.
I found that interesting.
Because what is someone actually saying at such a moment?
He may be saying exactly what he thinks.
He may genuinely mean it.
There need be no lie behind it.
But between being convinced of something and acting on it lies an enormous space.
That became clearer and clearer.
And that space was exactly what I had to learn to look at.
A decision is something other than agreement
So I began to distinguish between two things I had often confused before.
Agreement.
And decision.
If someone agrees with me, it means he can follow my thinking.
If someone decides, he attaches behaviour to it.
That is something else.
A decision has consequences.
Responsibility comes with it.
Something has to change.
Something has to be done.
And that makes a decision personal.
In hindsight that explained a great deal about the conversations I had had.
I thought that at the end of a conversation I had to convince a customer.
But perhaps I did not have to convince at all.
Perhaps I first had to understand why someone did not yet see a reason to act.
That was an important difference.
The problem with logic
I have often thought that logic gets people moving.
If A is true and B is true, then C follows.
That is how a sum works.
But that is not how a person works.
A person can find something logical and still not do it.
That does not mean people are irrational.
It means logic is only one component of a decision.
An entrepreneur does not only look at the return on an investment.
He also looks at his cash flow.
At his staff.
At his time.
At his worries.
At what is going on at home.
At earlier experiences.
At whether he trusts the person sitting across from him.
At whether he has to do something today or whether tomorrow will do.
All of those things exist at the same time.
And still, as an adviser, I often try to give one answer.
In hindsight that is a strange idea.
The story I told myself
For years I had told myself that I helped people by giving them the right solution.
That story was not entirely wrong.
But it was not complete.
Because a solution only has value once someone is willing to do something with it.
A perfect piece of advice that disappears into a drawer changes nothing.
A less perfect solution that someone actually gets to work with can mean far more.
That did not mean knowledge was unimportant.
On the contrary.
Knowledge remains necessary.
But knowledge alone is not enough.
That was one of the first hard lessons.
The situation at the kitchen table
Some insights do not arise behind a desk.
They arise in places where you do not expect them.
For me that often happened at kitchen tables.
A conversation at a kitchen table is different from a presentation.
You sit close together.
You see how someone reacts.
You hear the words, but you also see the doubt.
You notice when someone disengages.
You see when someone becomes enthusiastic.
And sometimes you see something you would easily miss in a formal presentation.
Namely:
someone is listening, but is not really engaged with what you are saying.
That is an important difference.
So I started listening more and more to the questions behind the questions.
When someone asked:
“What does that cost?”
I no longer tried simply to answer with the amount.
I wanted to understand why he was asking.
Was the amount too high?
Was he afraid of making the wrong decision?
Did he want to know whether the investment would pay for itself?
Or was money not the real problem at all?
Those questions changed the conversation.
An advisory conversation is not a contest
I also had to learn something else.
I did not have to win.
That may sound strange coming from someone with a sales background.
But if you approach a conversation as a contest in which you have to convince the other person, you automatically listen differently.
You listen for an opening.
For an objection.
For a chance to slip in your argument.
But if you approach the conversation as an investigation, you listen differently.
Then you try to understand.
What is really going on here?
What matters to this person?
Where does his doubt sit?
What is holding him back?
What would have to change before a decision becomes logical for him?
Those are different questions.
And they produce a different conversation.
The moment I began to see it
The peculiar thing about insights is that afterwards they often look obvious.
That was the case here too.
I looked back at all kinds of conversations.
And I kept seeing the same movement.
I gave information.
The other person understood the information.
We agreed.
But somewhere something was missing.
Sometimes that was trust.
Sometimes it was stake.
Sometimes there was simply no reason to do anything now.
And sometimes I did not know myself what was missing.
But that last one mattered most.
Because as long as I thought I already had the answer, I kept looking for arguments.
Once I accepted that I did not always have the answer, I started asking questions.
That is where something began to change.
From convincing to understanding
As a result I began to look at sales differently.
Sales became less and less about convincing someone.
It became about making visible what is needed to make a decision possible.
That is a subtle difference.
Because you cannot force someone to find something important.
You cannot force someone to trust you.
And you cannot impose real urgency either.
What you can do is conduct a conversation in such a way that those things become visible.
That is something else.
You do not automatically create the fire.
You first discover whether there is fuel.
Whether there is oxygen.
Whether there is heat.
That thought would later become the basis of the model I eventually came to call the Fire Triangle.
But I was not there yet.
First I had to understand what was actually happening.
The danger of a good solution
A good solution can even become a problem.
That sounds strange.
But the more convinced you are of your solution, the greater the chance that you go to that solution too quickly.
You see possibilities.
You know the technique.
You know what is possible.
So you want the other person to see it too.
But the other person is not standing where you are.
He does not have the same information.
Not the same responsibility.
Not the same worries.
And not the same stake.
What is an opportunity to you may be a risk to him.
What is logical to you may be too early for him.
What is urgent to you may not feel urgent at all to him.
There is nothing wrong in that.
That is simply reality.
The first real change
So the biggest change in the way I worked was not a new sales technique.
It was a different attitude.
I no longer had to keep proving that my solution was good.
I had to learn to look.
To listen.
To ask.
And sometimes to do nothing.
That last one I found hardest.
Because doing nothing feels like contributing nothing.
But sometimes a conversation is only good when at the end of it you have not sold a solution.
Because you have first established what is really going on.
That may be less spectacular.
But it is more honest.
What I did not know then
At that point I did not yet know this insight would grow far beyond sales.
I was still thinking from within my own field.
I thought about customers.
About advice.
About decisions.
About conversations.
But slowly I began to recognise the same patterns outside sales as well.
In organisations.
In change programmes.
In management.
In collaboration.
In innovation.
In policy.
Everywhere I saw the same thing happen.
People know what they have to do.
And still they do not do it.
Organisations know they have to change.
And still nothing changes.
Teams agree.
And still the problems remain.
Everyone is right.
And it still does not work.
That was when I began to understand this was not only a sales problem.
It was a human problem.
The question that remained
By then I had learned no longer to ask only:
“What should this person do?”
I asked:
“Why would he do it?”
But even that was not enough.
Because even when someone has a reason, he can still wait.
So a third question came along:
“Why would he do it now?”
And that is where it started to get genuinely interesting.
Because between wanting and doing lies time.
Between understanding and deciding lies time.
Between deciding and acting there is sometimes time again.
And in that time all sorts of things can happen.
Doubt.
Distraction.
Other priorities.
New information.
Fear.
Or simply:
nothing.
The decision slowly slips into the background.
I saw that more and more often.
Everyone was right. But the fire was not burning.
Looking back, I can summarise it like this.
For years I had looked at the quality of my solution.
Later I learned to look at the circumstances in which someone had to decide.
That was a fundamental change.
Not:
“How do I get someone to act?”
But:
“What is needed before someone wants to move of his own accord?”
That difference looks small.
It is the difference between pushing and understanding.
Between convincing and investigating.
Between offering a solution and making a decision possible.
And perhaps that is the most important lesson from my early years as an adviser.
A person does not move because you have a good solution.
He moves when the circumstances arise in which moving becomes logical, important and possible for him.
I could not capture that in a model back then.
I did not have the words yet.
But I had found the problem.
And from that moment on I could no longer not see it.
WHAT THE FIRE TELLS YOU
A good solution is not yet a good reason to act.
That is perhaps the first lesson of this book.
We often confuse agreement with movement.
Someone says yes.
Someone nods.
Someone understands.

Someone thinks it is a good idea.
But only when behaviour follows do we know that something has really changed.
So the most important question after a good conversation is not:
“Was the other person convinced?”
But:
“What makes him actually move now?”
Once you see that difference, you start listening differently.
And when you listen differently, you start asking different questions.
And when you ask different questions, you sometimes discover that the problem is not at all where you thought it was.
For me that was the beginning.
Not of a sales technique.
But of a way of looking.
THE CLOSING QUESTION
When someone does not do what you think he ought to do, the easiest conclusion is:
he does not want to.
But perhaps that is not true.
Perhaps it is not important enough to him.
Perhaps he does not trust the solution.
Perhaps he feels no reason to act now.

Perhaps he understands it perfectly well, but it means nothing to him yet.
And perhaps something else is going on that you have not yet seen.
So the question is not:
“Why is he not listening?”
The question is:
“What is missing?”
That question would eventually lead me to the next word.
A small word.
A word I heard more and more often in conversations.
A word that at first sight seems nothing special.
But that turned out to say far more than I thought.
Actually.
CHAPTER 2
Actually…
“Sometimes one word tells you everything you need to know.”
I had heard the word hundreds of times already.
Possibly thousands.
But I had never really paid attention to it.
Until years later I suddenly started hearing it everywhere.
Not among financial advisers.
Not at kitchen tables where pensions were being discussed.
But among entrepreneurs.
During conversations about sustainability.
The word was:
actually.
We founded Verduurzamen Doen We Samen with a simple mission.
Helping entrepreneurs take the first step towards sustainability.
Not selling an installation straight away.
Not pushing a particular solution on anyone.
Looking first.
Where does the company stand?
What is happening in the building?
Where are the opportunities?
Which measures are genuinely relevant?
And above all:
where can an entrepreneur begin?
On paper that did not look complicated at all.
The technology was there.
The installers were there.
The advisers were there.
The subsidies were there.
There were companies who could help with solar panels, batteries, lighting, insulation, heat pumps, charging infrastructure and all kinds of other measures.
Everything an entrepreneur seemed to need was within reach.
And still it stayed remarkably quiet.
Entrepreneurs did not move of their own accord.
I found that strange.
Because the Dutch know their entrepreneurs as doers.
And that is not a cliché.
An entrepreneur invests every single day.
In machines.
In staff.
In software.
In stock.
In premises.
In marketing.
In a delivery van.
In everything he believes will move his business forward.
But as soon as the conversation turned to sustainability, something changed.
Then I would hear:
“Yes… we really should be doing something about sustainability, actually.”
There it was.
Actually.
That peculiar word
Stop and think about it for a moment.
It is a peculiar word.
You do not use it when you disagree with something.
Then you say:
“Nonsense.”
Or:
“I do not believe in that.”
You do not use it when you are actually going to do something either.
Then it becomes concrete.
“Next Thursday.”
“I will call him at nine.”
“I will make the appointment this afternoon.”
“Next month I will have it looked into.”
Then there is an action.
A date.
An appointment.
A first step.
But “actually” sits precisely in between.
You agree with it.
But you are not doing it.
And I found that interesting.
Because someone who says:
“We really ought to do something about this, actually,”
is not saying he thinks the idea is bad.
He is not even saying he does not understand it.
On the contrary.
He is confirming it.
He is agreeing with you.
And still he stays put.
That word became more and more interesting to me because of it.
Because perhaps it was not an ordinary filler word.
Perhaps with that single word someone was telling me exactly what was going on.
The entrepreneur who had no time
In conversations I heard various answers.
“I already have LED lighting and solar panels. I would not know what else to do.”
That is an answer.
But what is that person actually saying?
He is not necessarily saying:
“I do not want to make my business sustainable.”
He is saying:
“I do not know what my next step is.”
That is something else.
Another entrepreneur said:
“I am busy running my company. I have no time for that.”
That sounds logical too.
An entrepreneur really does have little time.
But I began to wonder about something.
Is a lack of time really the problem?
Or is the underlying message:
this does not have enough priority right now?
That is a big difference.
Because everyone has little time.
I have little time.
You have little time.
Every entrepreneur has little time.
And yet we find time for the things that matter enough.
If the phone rings because the alarm at your business has gone off, you probably drop everything.
If an important customer calls, you make time.
If a machine breaks down, you are at the premises in no time at all.
So time is not only a question of hours.
It is also a question of meaning.
Of priority.
Of stake.
“I do not have that kind of money”
Another reaction I heard regularly.
“It all costs a great deal of money. I do not have that.”
At first sight that is a money problem.
But I started listening to that differently too.
Because the same entrepreneur who says he does not have two thousand euros available for an energy assessment can buy a fifty-thousand-euro delivery van a week later.
Without a subsidy.
Without a complicated calculation.
Without calling in an energy adviser first.
Why?
Because that van is needed tomorrow.
That is where the difference sits.
Not necessarily in the money.
But in the reason the money has to be spent.
An entrepreneur can spend money when he is convinced it is necessary.
He can also become very cautious when he is not sure what he gets back for it.
That brought me to another possibility.
Perhaps:
“I do not have that kind of money”
is sometimes really:
“I am not sure this money would be well spent.”
And if that is the case, we do not have a price problem.
We have a trust problem.
“I will see when it becomes compulsory”
Then there was a third kind of reaction.
“We will see. If it becomes compulsory, we will do it.”
That sounds like a rejection too.
But really it is something else.
The entrepreneur is saying:
“At the moment I see no reason to do it now.”
That is not a no to sustainability.
It is a no to today.
And that is an important difference.
Because someone can agree with you completely and still wait.
Not because he is stupid.
Not because he is against change.
Not because he does not understand what has to happen.
But because for him there is no reason yet to start today.
That is something I only came to understand properly much later.
We decided not to sell
So at a certain point we decided to do something else.
We did not start selling harder.
We started listening.
We spoke with entrepreneurs from all sorts of sectors.
Construction companies.
Transport companies.
Manufacturers.
Hospitality.
Retail.
Family businesses.
And larger organisations.
Not to convince anyone of anything.
But to understand.
That difference sounds small.
It is not.
When you set out to sell, you often listen with a different purpose.
You are looking for a need.
For an opening.
For an objection.
For a chance to attach your solution to what someone says.
When you genuinely try to understand, you listen differently.
Then you do not have to get anywhere immediately.
Then the answer is allowed to be:
“Actually we have no need for that at all.”
Fine.
Then you know something.
And the same word kept coming back
Nearly every conversation had its own version.
“Yes, we really should be doing something about sustainability, actually.”
Actually.
There was something in that.
I almost began to see the word before anyone said it.
It was as though a small invisible brake pedal was pressed after a sentence.
“Yes…”
Pause.
“…actually.”
After that a reason usually followed.
No time.
No money.
No clarity.
No obligation.
No priority.
But the striking thing was that on the substance the entrepreneur often already agreed with us.
He did not need convincing of the general idea.
He was the one saying it had to happen.
So why did he stay put?
More explaining was not the answer
That brought me back to my earlier experience.
Twenty years before, I had been through exactly the same thing.
I just did not know it at the time.
As a financial adviser I had spent years trying to convince people they had to do something about their pension.
I explained it.
I backed it up.
I gave examples.
I talked about tax advantages.
And when someone hesitated, I explained even better.
When someone was not convinced, I gave more information.
When someone had an objection, I handled it.
I did exactly what I had been taught.
And still it did not work.
Now I suddenly found myself in a completely different world.
No pensions.
No annuities.
No financial products.
But sustainability.
And still I heard the same reaction.
“Actually…”
That was when I began to ask myself:
What if twenty years ago I had been looking at the wrong problem?
Four answers
I looked again at the answers we were getting from entrepreneurs.
“I have no time.”
“It is too expensive.”
“I do not know what else to do.”
“I will see when it becomes compulsory.”
At first sight those are four objections.
But they are not.
They are four different signals.
The first is about priority.
The second about certainty and trust.
The third about clarity.
The fourth about urgency.
And what did I used to do?
I treated them all the same.
With more explaining.
That was my mistake.
I had four different problems and one tool.
That is like reaching for the same screwdriver for every fault.
Sometimes you get lucky.
Usually not.
Sometimes an objection is not an objection at all
That became an important insight for me.
“I have no time.”
That may not be an objection.
It can be a symptom.
“It is too expensive.”
That too can be a symptom.
“I do not know where to start.”
Another symptom.
“We will do it next year.”
A symptom again.
When you respond only to the words, you treat the surface.
When you try to understand what sits underneath, you get a different diagnosis.
And there is a great danger in that.
Because a symptom is easy to fight.
No time?
Make it a one-hour appointment.
Too expensive?
Give a discount.
No idea where to start?
Send a checklist.
No hurry?
Set a deadline.
That sounds decisive.
But you may be doing precisely the wrong thing.
You are treating the fever.
Not the infection.
The thinking behind the subsidy
That also brought me to another discovery.
In The Hague the thinking was — understandably:
if we lower the cost of an energy assessment with a subsidy, more entrepreneurs will have one carried out.
In itself that is not a strange idea.
In fact.
If I had been a policymaker at the time, I would probably have followed the same reasoning.
Money is a barrier, after all.
Lower that barrier and it becomes easier.
That is true.
But easier does not automatically mean that someone considers it important enough to do.
That is what happened in practice.
Many entrepreneurs did not even apply for the subsidy.
And of those who did, some got no further than the assessment.
A report lay on the table.
And then nothing happened.
The report was not the problem
That was perhaps the most interesting part.
The advice could be perfectly good.
The technology was available.
The entrepreneur had even received financial support.
And still there was no movement.
Which meant the subsidy was not solving the problem.
But why not?
Because a subsidy removes only one barrier.
It does not automatically remove all the other conditions.
An entrepreneur still has to understand why he should do something.
He has to have confidence in the solution.
He has to know who can help him.
He has to be able to see the consequences.
And somewhere he has to feel:
now is the moment.
If one of those things is missing, a report can simply stay on the table.
A report changes nothing.
A person who takes a decision on the basis of that report changes something.
That difference is enormous.
And then I saw another problem
When someone does not move, space appears.
Space for people who do want to move.
That can be positive.
But it can also turn out badly.
I saw offers appear.
“This subsidy is about to end.”
“Everyone is doing it already.”
“This pays for itself.”
“You have to decide now.”
Sometimes it was true.
Sometimes it was not.
I spoke to entrepreneurs who ended up choosing solutions that did not fit their situation.
Not because they were stupid.
Not because they did not want to become more sustainable.
But because they had been forced to make a decision from within the wrong environment.
That is something else.
Who is actually being rewarded here?
That was when I started looking at the system itself.
Suppose you make a subsidy available for an energy assessment.
You make it more attractive to seek advice.
But then you leave the rest to the entrepreneur.
The choice.
The supplier.
The execution.
The financing.
The planning.
What are you actually rewarding then?
Not automatically the best advice.
That is hard to measure.
Nor are you automatically rewarding the best solution.
What you can measure easily in such a system is activity.
Applications.
Appointments.
Signatures.
Assessments carried out.
And with that comes a risk.
The market adapts to whatever the system rewards.
That is not a matter of bad people.
It is a matter of incentives.
If you build a system in which speed and volume are rewarded, you should not be surprised when speed and volume become more important.
For me that was another example of something I was starting to see more and more often.
The design shapes the behaviour.
Nobody has to be the guilty party
I found that an important thought.
It is easy to point at an entrepreneur.
“He does not want to.”
It is easy to point at an adviser.
“He sells too hard.”
It is easy to point at the government.
“That scheme does not work.”
But perhaps everyone is doing exactly what is logical within the environment he can see.
The entrepreneur is trying to keep his business running.
The adviser is trying to make revenue.
The government is trying to speed up the transition.
Everyone has a reason.
Everyone has a logic.
And still the end result can be wrong.
That was exactly the same problem I had run into twenty years earlier.
Everyone was right.
And still nothing happened.
The word became a diagnosis
From that moment on I heard the word differently.
“Actually.”
I no longer heard only an intention.
I heard a distance between understanding and acting.
When someone said:
“Yes, actually we ought to…”
I no longer thought:
how do I get him to act?
I thought:
what is missing?
That was an enormous change.
Because when someone says:
“I do not understand it,”
you have an information problem.
Then you have to explain.
But when someone says:
“Actually I agree with you,”
you probably do not have an information problem.
He has already heard your argument.
He may even have accepted it.
And still he does nothing.
Then you have to stop explaining.
The difference between “why not?” and “why now?”
That was one of the most important things I began to see.
When someone does not act, we often ask:
“Why not?”
That sounds logical.
But the answer is usually superficial.
“No time.”
“No money.”
“Not in the mood.”
“Too busy.”
A different question is far more interesting:
“Why would you do it now?”
That shifts the conversation.
You are no longer trying to fight a no.
You are trying to understand why today is different from tomorrow.
And sometimes the honest answer is:
“It is not.”
Fine.
Then you know where you stand.
But if you do not know that, you often keep pulling at someone who does not have to move at all.
The entrepreneur who understood everything
One day I had another one of those conversations.
An entrepreneur who understood everything.
The figures.
The advantages.
The possible measures.
The risks.
He found the story logical.
He even said:
“You are absolutely right.”
And still he did nothing.
That is perhaps one of the most annoying answers you can get.
With a no you know where you stand.
With resistance you can have the conversation.
But with:
“You are right.”
and then nothing…
…that is hard to fight.
Because what is left to say?
You are right.
The other person says you are right.
And still everything stays the same.
I drove home after that conversation.
And there I began to think again.
The question in the car
I was alone in the car.
No meeting.
No whiteboard.
No colleague beside me.
No sales training.
Only me and my thoughts.
And suddenly I thought back to my first years as a financial adviser.
To the families at the kitchen table.
To the pension papers.
To my folder.
To my explanations.
To all those times I thought I had to convince someone.
And then I saw something I had not seen twenty years earlier.
I had been asking the same question all along.
“How can I convince someone?”
Perhaps that had been the wrong question from the very beginning.
Perhaps I should have been asking:
“Under what circumstances does someone convince himself?”
That is a completely different question.
The first question is about me.
What do I still have to say?
Which arguments do I still have to give?
Which technique do I still have to use?
The second question is about the other person.
What is missing from his situation?
The difference is bigger than it looks
If the problem lies with me, I have to work harder.
If the problem lies with the other person, I have to understand better.
Those are two completely different ways of working.
The first leads to more arguments.
The second leads to a diagnosis.
And perhaps that was exactly what I had been missing all those years.
I was selling before I had genuinely established whether someone was ready to decide.
I was giving solutions before I knew what was missing.
I was busy with the answer before I fully understood the question.
That realisation felt almost embarrassing.
Because I had been doing it myself the whole time.
“Actually” is not a no
That is perhaps the biggest discovery I made with that one word.
“Actually” is not a no.
But it is not a yes either.
It is a kind of in-between space.
A place where someone can agree with you without committing himself to doing anything.
And that is exactly why the word is so powerful.
“I really ought to exercise more, actually.”
You know it is true.
But you have not made an appointment with yourself yet.
“We really ought to meet up sometime, actually.”
You may genuinely want to see that person.
But you have not set a date.
“I really ought to have that conversation with him, actually.”
You know it is necessary.
But you are still walking around the conversation.
“We really ought to do something about sustainability, actually.”
You can see something has to happen.
But it is not yet important, concrete or urgent enough to start.
That is what the word says.
And that explains something important
Someone who does not understand it asks:
“Why should I do this?”
Someone who does not believe it says:
“I do not believe that.”
But someone who says:
“Actually…”
is already a long way there.
That person may already have accepted your argument.
And that is why it is so strange that at exactly that moment we so often do precisely the wrong thing.
We start explaining more.
We give another argument.
Another example.
Another figure.
Another presentation.
Another brochure.
Another quote.
But the argument is not the problem any more.
The argument has already been won.
Only the decision has not been made.
The mistake I made myself
For years I had thought a good salesperson was someone who could pull a customer over the line.
Now I look at that differently.
A good salesperson has to be able to recognise when someone is not yet ready to take that step.
That takes more than powers of persuasion.
It takes discipline.
Because when your income depends on selling, it is tempting to want every conversation to end in a deal.
But sometimes the right conclusion is:
not yet.
Not because the customer is lost.
But because something is missing.
And if you do not investigate that, you can call a hundred times without getting any closer to a decision.
The danger of pressure
There I also saw a connection with the subsidy.
If someone does not move of his own accord, you can try adding pressure.
A deadline.
A discount.
A subsidy.
An obligation.
A countdown clock.
“Decide now.”
“Today only.”
“This offer is valid this week only.”
That can cause movement.
But the question is:
what kind of movement?
Because pressure can get someone to sign.
But a signature is not a conviction.
A decision taken under pressure can be reversed just as quickly.
Real movement arises when someone sees a reason himself.
That is something else.
It began to look more and more like fire
By then I had discovered that word.
Actually.
I did not yet know exactly what it meant.
But I knew it was telling me something.
I saw that information was not the problem.
I saw that money was not always the problem.
I saw that time was not always the problem.
I saw that an entrepreneur could agree with you and still do nothing.
And then came the question:
If it is not the information, then what is it?
I did not know the answer yet.
But I was starting to have a suspicion.
Perhaps it was not one thing that was missing.
Perhaps what was missing were conditions.
Back to the beginning
That brought me back to my first selling experiences.
I thought about that opening line:
“Good afternoon, sir, madam. I am here to help you arrange your pension properly.”
I thought about everything I had done afterwards.
Explaining.
Backing it up.
Arguing.
Handling objections.
And in the end:
“Let us just let it sink in for a while.”
I had always seen that answer as a rejection.
But perhaps it was nothing of the sort.
Perhaps that sentence was telling me exactly what I should have heard.
Something is missing.
I just did not know what, back then.
The same human being. A different situation.
That was perhaps the most convincing evidence of all.
The entrepreneur of today and the customer of twenty years ago were not the same people.
Different age.
Different industry.
Different products.
Different circumstances.
But their behaviour looked the same.
They understood it.
They were not necessarily against it.
They could see something had to happen.
And still nothing happened.
That could hardly be coincidence any more.
When the same pattern repeats itself in completely different situations, you have to look for the variable that stays the same.
And what stayed the same?
Not the product.
Not the industry.
Not the economy.
Not the subsidy.
Not the age.
The human being.
That was when I knew I had to keep looking
I was not finished.
All I had was a suspicion.
But it was an important suspicion.
Because I was beginning to understand that a decision perhaps does not start with the solution.
A decision starts somewhere before that.
Something has to be present before someone is willing to move.
What exactly?
I did not know yet.
But by then I did know where I should stop looking.
Not in yet more arguments.
Not in yet more information.
Not in yet another sales technique.
Not in yet another subsidy.
And not in the question of how I could convince someone.
I had to look at the circumstances.
WHAT THE FIRE TELLS YOU
When someone says “actually”, information is rarely what is missing. Something far more important is missing.
That may sound like a small insight.
It is not.
Because when you diagnose someone wrongly, you automatically pick the wrong tool.
Not an information problem?
Then more information will do little.

Not a money problem?
Then a discount may not be the solution.
Not a time problem?
Then better scheduling may not help at all.
Not a motivation problem?
Then you should not pull harder at motivation.
You first have to know what is really missing.
That is the step I skipped for years.
And perhaps you have too.
The question I could no longer let go of
I drove home with that thought.
If it was not the industry…
…and not the product…
…and not the entrepreneur…
then what was it?
I had no answer yet.
But I did have a question.
And some questions are dangerous.
Not because they are difficult.
But because they make you dissatisfied with your old answer.
My old answer was:
“They simply have to understand it better.”
I no longer believed that answer.
There had to be something else.
Something more fundamental.
Something I had known all my life, but had never looked at that way.
That evening I thought about a lesson I once had at school.
A lesson that had nothing to do with sales.
Nothing to do with sustainability.
Nothing to do with entrepreneurs.
Nothing to do with marketing.
A lesson about something very simple.
About something everyone knows.
About something you need no sales training for whatsoever.
Fire.
THE CLOSING QUESTION
You probably think this chapter was about one word.
About “actually”.
That is correct.
But actually it was not about that at all.
It was about something else.
About the question of why someone who agrees with you still does not move.

Why someone says:
“You are right.”
and then does nothing.
Why an entrepreneur knows he has to become more sustainable, but keeps waiting.
Why a customer understands that his pension could be better arranged, but says:
“Let it sink in for a while.”
And why we, when that happens, keep doing the same thing over and over.
More explaining.
More arguments.
More pressure.
More matches.
But perhaps the problem does not lie with the match at all.
Perhaps something else is missing.
What on earth does a lesson about fire have to do with an entrepreneur who does not decide?
That is the question I woke up with the next morning.
CHAPTER 3
Everyone knows how to make a fire
“Some answers are not hidden. They lie so plainly in front of us that we look straight past them for thirty years.”
So there I sat.
With a cup of coffee slowly going cold.
And with a thought that at first sight seemed to be about nothing at all.
Fire.
Not selling.
Not sustainability.
Not an entrepreneur who would not decide.
Fire.
By then I had spoken to hundreds of entrepreneurs. I had heard the same questions. The same doubts. The same objections.
And that one question kept coming back:
What is missing here?
I did not know the answer yet.
But I was beginning to suspect the answer might be simpler than I thought.
Play along for a moment
I want to ask you to do something.
Not for long.
Less than a minute.
Picture a campfire.
It is evening.
The wood is ready.
The air is still.
You light a match and hold it against the wood.
The match burns.
But the wood does not catch.
You try again.
Another match.
One more.
Ten more.
Still nothing.
What do you do?
Think about it for a second.
Because I am almost certain I know what you do.
You go and look.
Nobody blames the wood
Everyone has built a campfire at some point.
Or lit an open fire.
Or a barbecue.
You put down the wood.
You try to light it.
Sometimes it works straight away.
Sometimes not at all.
And when it does not work, something interesting happens.
Nobody says:
“This wood simply does not want to.”
Nobody says:
“This wood is not motivated.”
Nobody says:
“I think the wood is not ready yet.”
And nobody says:
“Perhaps we should first build support among the wood.”
That would sound ridiculous.
You would think you had lost your mind.
So you do something else.
You crouch down.
You look at the wood.
You look underneath it.
Is the wood wet?
Is it packed too tightly?
Can air get in?
Is there enough heat?
Is something missing?
You are not looking for more fire.
You are looking for the missing condition.
Everyone does this.
Children do it.
People who have never read a book about decision-making do it.
You do not need a management degree for it.
You simply know.
Three things
A fire only arises when three elements are present at the same time.
Fuel.
Oxygen.
Heat.
It is that simple.
And that is exactly why I had looked past it for so long.
Because it is not a complicated model.
It is not a management theory.
It is not a sales technique.
It is physics.
If one of those three is missing, no fire arises.
Not slightly less fire.
No fire.
That difference matters.
Wet wood
Take wet wood.
You can hold an enormous flame under it.
You can keep stoking.
You can add more heat.
But a large part of that heat is used first to evaporate the water.
The energy goes somewhere.
Just not into the fire you want.
The wood is not bad.
The wood is not unmotivated.
A condition for burning properly is simply missing.
Without oxygen
The same happens when no air can get in.
A flame consumes oxygen.
Put a pot over it and the flame goes out.
You do not have to argue about it.
You do not have to convince the fire.
You do not have to give a presentation on the importance of oxygen.
Without oxygen it stops.
Full stop.
And then there is heat
Even perfectly dry wood with plenty of oxygen does not burn by itself.
There has to be enough heat.
You have to reach a certain temperature before the process gets going.
Below that, nothing happens.
Perfect wood.
Perfect air.
No fire.
That too is an established fact.
And that was the first real clue for me.
Everything can be in place and still nothing happens.
Let that sentence stand for a moment.
Because that is exactly what I had been living through all those years.
The match was not the problem
When a fire does not burn, we can of course try another match.
Johan Cruyff would say: “That is logical.” And he would be right.
But if it still does not work after the second match, we usually do not carry on endlessly.
We look at what is going on.
Perhaps the wood is wet.
Perhaps it is stacked wrongly.
Perhaps it is not getting any air.
Perhaps there is not enough heat.
So we do not automatically change the match.
We investigate the circumstances.
In hindsight I found that almost painfully simple.
Because what did I do for years when something did not work?
I reached for another match.
Another sales training
My sales conversations were stalling.
So I took a training course.
New technique.
New arguments.
New closing questions.
New ways of handling objections.
I got better.
But the result barely changed.
So another training followed.
And after that another one.
I was in fact doing exactly what someone does when he cannot get a fire going and then says:
“That match evidently was not good enough.”
So you take a new one.
And another.
And another.
While the problem may not lie with the match at all.
We do this everywhere
And it is not only about sales, by the way.
A project stalls?
We organise a meeting.
An employee hesitates?
We send an email.
An entrepreneur does not invest?
We increase the subsidy.
A change fails?
We write a new policy document.
A team does not move?
We give them a training course.
A customer does not buy?
We improve the sales story.
Again and again we reach for a different match.
And almost never do we ask the simplest question:
What is missing?
The uncomfortable discovery
At that moment I began to suspect something.
Perhaps human behaviour works in a comparable way.
Perhaps for decades we have been trying to get people moving while one of the conditions is simply missing.
Perhaps all our sales trainings…
…our change programmes…
…our leadership courses…
…our policy schemes…
…are actually nothing more than more matches.
That was not a pleasant thought.
Because if it was true, it meant we might have been turning the wrong dial for years.
This is not a model
I want to make something very clear here.
The Fire Triangle is not a law of physics about people.
That would be nonsense.
A human being is not a piece of wood.
But the comparison helped me see something I had not seen before.
With fire we accept without argument that there are conditions.
With people we do that far less.
There we say:
“He does not want to.”
“She is not motivated.”
“The team will not cooperate.”
“The customer does not understand it.”
“That entrepreneur simply does not want to become more sustainable.”
Those are conclusions about the person.
With a fire we would never do that.
We would look at what was missing.
And that is exactly what I wanted to start doing with people.
Why are we smarter at a barbecue?
That may sound like a strange question.
But think about it.
At a barbecue we are often better diagnosticians than we are in our own organisation.
The wood will not burn.
We look.
Smoke appears.
We look.
The fire dies down.
We look.
We add something.
We change the airflow.
We move the wood.
We wait.
We try again.
We are constantly working on the circumstances.
But the moment an employee does not do what we expect, we suddenly change our language.
Then he is unmotivated.
Or difficult.
Or stubborn.
Or resistant.
We give him a training course.
Or a conversation.
Or a warning.
Or a new procedure.
But perhaps we are not looking at what is actually missing at all.
The wood is not unmotivated
Suppose you are sitting beside a campfire and the wood will not burn.
You say:
“This wood is not motivated.”
Everyone would laugh.
Why?
Because we understand that wood does not have a motivation problem.
Something else is going on.
The wood is wet.
Or there is too little oxygen.
Or there is not enough heat.
The interesting thing is that we grasp that principle immediately when it comes to matter.
But with people we forget it.
We turn behaviour into a character trait.
And with that we usually stop looking.
The name
That brought me to another problem.
When something goes wrong, we like to look for a name.
Who did this?
Who made this mistake?
Who should have been paying better attention?
Who took the decision?
That feels good.
Because as soon as there is a name, the problem seems to have been dealt with.
Someone has been spoken to.
Something has been said.
Perhaps a new procedure appears.
And we move on.
But the real problem can carry on existing.
A name is cheap
A name is quickly found.
A design flaw costs time.
A name feels like a solution. Something has been said about it, someone has been spoken to, the matter has been dealt with.
Improving a design demands far more.
And a name is visible.
In a meeting you can say:
“We have taken action.”
• • •
But here is the heart of the problem.
You cannot show that you have properly investigated why the system provoked this behaviour.

Because that investigation points inwards.
At the agreements we made. At the targets we set. At the system we built.
And therefore at whoever designed it.
• • •
I know few people who can do that without difficulty.
Not because they are cowards, but because it has consequences. Often unpleasant ones.
Whoever names a name solves something.
Whoever names a design flaw becomes part of the problem himself.
• • •
Further on in this book I explain how behaviour works.
You will remember this passage then.
So we look for someone to blame.
That is understandable.
But it is not always effective.
The same problem, a different name
Suppose someone makes a mistake.
You address it with him.
Six months later the same thing happens.
Only somebody else does it.
Then we call it an incident.
Does it happen again?
Then we call it bad luck.
Does it keep happening?
Then we call it culture.
But perhaps it was the same design all along.
That is an important thought.
Because addressing a person can solve one situation.
Changing a design can prevent the same situation from arising again.
That is the difference between finding someone to blame and solving a problem.
Not a free pass
That does not mean people have no responsibility.
Of course they do.
If someone deliberately makes a mistake, he remains responsible for it.
But if you build a system in which certain behaviour is almost automatically provoked, you should not be surprised when that behaviour comes back.
That is why the question:
“Who did it?” is not always the best first question.
The better question may be:
What in the environment made this behaviour logical?
That is a far more uncomfortable question.
But also a far more interesting one.
I started looking again
From that moment on I began to look at everything differently.
No longer only at behaviour.
But at the circumstances in which that behaviour arose.
With customers.
With managers.
With governments.
In organisations.
In negotiations.
In relationships.
Even in myself.
And that last one was the most unpleasant.
Why?
Because there I could not blame anyone else.
I began to see that movement almost never simply happens.
There has to be something that makes someone want to move.
There has to be room to move.
And there has to be a reason to do it now.
I just did not have words yet for those three things.
WHAT THE FIRE TELLS YOU
With fire we never ask:
“Why does the wood not want to?”
We ask:
“What is missing?”
That is a fundamental difference.
With people we often do exactly the opposite.

We pass judgement on the person.
He does not want to.
She does not understand it.
The team will not cooperate.
The customer is difficult.
The entrepreneur is too busy.
But perhaps that is not the problem.
Perhaps something is missing.
And as long as you do not know what that is, you can use a hundred matches.
You can talk louder.
Give more arguments.
Offer a bigger subsidy.
Produce a better presentation.
Take another training course.
But the fire stays out.
Not because the match is bad.
Because the circumstances are not right.
THE CLOSING QUESTION
You may think this chapter was about a campfire.
It was not.
It was about something far more uncomfortable.
It was about the question of why, at a campfire, we look straight away at what is missing…
…but with a human being we look so quickly at what we think is wrong with that person.
Why do we call someone unmotivated? Or lazy? Or uninterested? Or stupid?
I challenge you. How often have you done this yourself?
Think about it now and answer honestly.
Feeling embarrassed yet?

Why do we call someone difficult?
Why do we say someone does not want to change?
Why do we send another email?
Why do we organise another meeting?
Why do we give another training course?
Why do we write another policy document?
Why do we reach for another match?
Perhaps we should crouch down first.
And look.
Not at the person.
Not at the solution.
But at the circumstances.
What is missing here?
Because perhaps the answer has been right in front of us all along.
Just as with fire.
We all know how to make one.
We have only forgotten that you first have to check whether all the conditions are present.
Here is the question:
If at a campfire we look at what is missing without even thinking…
…why do we never do that with a human being?
“A fire never goes out because the match was not good enough. A fire goes out because one of the conditions for lighting it was missing. With people it is no different.”
— Greg Trinidad
CHAPTER 4
The day I stopped selling
“The day I stopped selling was the day I finally began to understand why people buy.”
Sometimes you think a great discovery feels like a bolt of lightning.
As if a light suddenly comes on.
As if all the loose pieces abruptly fall into place.
For me exactly the opposite happened.
There was no applause.
No eureka moment.
No choir of angels in the background.
Only a cup of coffee.
A notepad.
And a head that would not stop thinking.
The thought the previous chapter ended with had stayed with me.
Fuel.
Oxygen.
Heat.
I had been carrying it around all evening.
And perhaps more importantly:
I could not let go of it any more.
The next morning
The next morning it was still there.
That suspicion.
Usually this kind of notion disappears overnight.
In the evening something suddenly seems brilliant.
The next morning you look at it and think:
What was that supposed to mean?
Not this time.
Fuel.
Oxygen.
Heat.
The three words kept going round my head.
Not as physics.
As a question.
Could this work with people as well?
Could it explain why someone sometimes moves and sometimes does not?
I did not know.
But there was one thing I did know.
I had already lived through it the day before.
That entrepreneur
I was driving back from an appointment.
An entrepreneur.
A clever man.
A successful company.
Someone who had his business in good order.
He understood everything I told him.
The figures.
The payback period.
The subsidy.
The risks of doing nothing.
He asked good questions.
He nodded at the right moments.
He was friendly.
There was no reason whatsoever to think he did not understand the story.
And still he said:
“Leave it with me for now.”
I drove off.
But this time I was not frustrated.
I was curious.
Because I believed him.
He was not lying.
He genuinely wanted to do something.
Only…
…not today.
That small difference turned out to be enormously important later.
In the old days I would have blamed myself
In the old days I would have started analysing my own conversation on the way home.
What had I forgotten?
Did I not explain it well enough?
Was my presentation perhaps not clear enough?
Did I show the wrong figures?
Should I have given more arguments?
Perhaps I should have explained the subsidy better.
Perhaps I should have given another example.
Perhaps I should have asked a different closing question.
Those were the thoughts that would have gone through my head in the old days.
But now I thought something else.
Perhaps something is missing.
That thought was new.
And oddly enough it felt calming.
Because if something was missing, I did not have to talk louder.
I first had to discover what it was.
The notepad
Later that day I sat at home.
I picked up a notepad.
No whiteboard.
No presentation.
No strategy session.
No management model.
Just a notepad.
I think it was one from the HEMA.
I often buy my office supplies there. Nice and easy.
At the top I wrote one word.
FIRE
Underneath it I drew three lines.
Nothing more.
I did not yet know what was supposed to go there.
Only that I was trying to hold on to something before it disappeared again.
The first line
I looked at the first line.
Fuel.
And straight away the question came:
What is the fuel of a decision?
My first thought was money.
But that was not right.
Money can play a part.
But money cannot possibly be the only fuel.
I had spoken to entrepreneurs who told me they had no money for a relatively small investment.
And the same entrepreneur could then spend tens of thousands of euros on a machine, a van or a renovation without much thought.
So the money was sometimes there.
But there was no reason to spend that money on that problem.
So what is the fuel?
I thought about what people consider important.
Their problems.
Their ambitions.
Their family.
Their business.
Their future.
What they want to keep.
What they want to achieve.
What they want to be rid of.
And then I wrote down the first word.
STAKE.
I looked at it for a while.
That felt right.
An uncomfortable discovery
And here came the first confrontation with myself.
When you sell, you quickly assume the stake sits in your product.
That is understandable. You know your product. You know what it can do, you know the advantages and you can see the possibilities. You are probably enthusiastic about it yourself.
So you assume the other person will get enthusiastic about it too.
But that is not how it works.
To the other person a product is at most a means.
An entrepreneur does not necessarily want an energy assessment.
He wants lower costs. Or more certainty. Or less risk. Or simply to know where to start.
A customer does not necessarily want an annuity.
He wants to be able to keep his way of living.
• • •
Let me show you how painfully true that is.
A while ago I went to see an entrepreneur about making his premises more sustainable. At first sight he had it all sorted. The building was well insulated. There were solar panels. There was a charging point. His energy costs were already low.
So I was sitting with someone who did not need my product.
Because I had come for an energy report. That is our business model: a report showing how his building is doing. Only he had known that for ages, and he was well aware that sustainability matters.
There was nothing in it for me.
• • •
But during that conversation he kept coming back to the fact that he did not yet have an energy label.
Every time.
I could have dismissed that as a side track.
Instead I followed it.
And there it was.
Not in a report showing everything he had already done. But in the fact that with such a report he could get that energy label far more quickly.
Same product. Different reason.
• • •
I walked in with what I thought mattered to him: insight into his building.
His stake lay somewhere else.
If I had not steered the conversation towards his stake, I would have walked out of that building empty-handed.

• • •
I only really understood that when I looked back at that couple from my earlier story.
Their house mattered.
Their family mattered.
Their way of living mattered.
The annuity did not.
It was merely one possible way of safeguarding something else.
That is a fundamental difference.
The second line
Then I looked at the second line.
Oxygen.
Why can fire not exist without oxygen?
Because the fire is given no room.
It suffocates.
I thought about all those conversations in which people had said:
“I do not know.”
“I am still unsure.”
“Leave it for now.”
“We would like to think about it.”
I had always translated those statements into one thing: they are not convinced yet.
But that was too simple.
Perhaps they did not trust the solution.
Perhaps they did not trust me.
Perhaps they did not trust the supplier.
Perhaps they did not trust the figures.
Or perhaps they did not trust themselves to make the right choice.
And then I wrote the second word.
TRUST.
Trust is not the same as expertise
That was perhaps one of the hardest insights.
I had always thought expertise produced trust.
If I show that I know a great deal, the other person will think:
that man knows what he is talking about.
That sounds logical.
But it can also work the other way.
The more you show how much you know, the greater the chance the other person starts to feel small.
That sounds harsh.
But I had experienced it myself.
Not with a customer.
At a barbecue.
The barbecue
In the nineties I lived and worked in London.
I had a large circle of friends there.
We regularly sat in someone’s garden.
And I am an amateur cook.
I can hold my own.
There is only one thing I absolutely cannot stand at a barbecue:
meat that is burnt on the outside and still raw inside.
Chicken above all.
That can go wrong remarkably fast.
I knew the techniques for getting chicken off the grill tender and cooked through.
So who was standing at the barbecue at most of our gatherings?
Greg.
That was no secret in our circle of friends.
In fact, I was regularly asked to do it.
And fair is fair:
the meat was good.
Until that one time in the Netherlands
I was in the Netherlands.
At a party thrown by my sister and her friends.
I saw what was happening.
The chicken thighs were going black on the outside.
And inside they were still raw.
I walked over and said:
“Tell you what, I am good at this. Let me do it.”
And I did.
I rescued the whole thing.
The meat turned out delicious.
Tender.
Cooked through.
Exactly as it should be.
I rather assumed the compliment would follow of its own accord.
But nothing came.
Everyone ate.
Everyone had a pleasant evening.
And nobody said a word.
I did not understand it.
My brother-in-law did see it
Afterwards I sat with my brother-in-law on the sofa talking it over.
We were discussing the barbecue.
And then he said:
“Do you know why nobody thanked you?”
“No.”
“They did not thank you because you first bragged about how good you are at barbecuing.”
He was right.
And the strange thing was:
at that moment I did not enjoy hearing it one bit.
Because I really was better at it.
The meat really was better.
I was right.
My solution worked.
But that was not the point at all.
The point was that in one sentence I had made everyone who had been standing at that barbecue before me feel that he could not do it.
I had passed judgement.
And then put a dish of good meat on the table.
That was my moment of insight.
Being right is not enough
I was right.
But I had made no connection.
I had not helped.
I had shown how good I was.
And in doing so I had simultaneously shown how bad the others were.
That is an unpleasant discovery for someone who sees himself as an expert.
Because when you show how good you are, you can unintentionally make the other person smaller.
And someone who feels smaller does not automatically trust you more.
In fact:
he can understand exactly what you are saying and still decide to do nothing with you.
Not because you are wrong.
But because your being right does not feel safe to him.
The third line
I looked back at my notepad.
Two words.
Stake.
Trust.
One more line to go.
Heat.
A campfire can lie there for hours without anything happening.
Not because the wood is wrong.
Not because the air is wrong.
But because the temperature never gets high enough.
Combustion simply never gets going.
I thought about the entrepreneurs who said to me:
“Next year.”
“After the holidays.”
“When things are a bit quieter.”
“Let us wait and see for now.”
They were not necessarily against it.
Some were even convinced.
But they had no reason to start today.
There stood the third word.
URGENCY.
Three words
I leaned back.
I looked at my notepad.
Stake.
Trust.
Urgency.
Three words.
That was all there was.
And still it felt as though I had found something.
Not something new.
More like something that had always been there.
As if I had looked past it for twenty years.
As if I had been using it all along without realising it.
The first test
But an idea is only worth something once it survives practice.
So I held it against my own work.
Sales first.
By then I had decades of experience with it.
I thought I knew why deals failed.
But look at these three words.
No stake.
Then there is no reason to move.
You can give the best presentation in the world.
If someone sees no stake of his own, nothing happens.
No trust.
The stake may well be there.
But the other person does not believe you are the right person.
Then he can think your solution is excellent.
He simply will not buy it from you.
And no urgency?
Then it gets interesting.
Someone sees the stake.
He trusts you.
He agrees with you.
And still he says:
“Next month.”
Later
That was perhaps the most treacherous one of all.
For years I had thought “later” was a polite no.
But that is not always the case.
Sometimes it is a yes without heat.
A decision that never gets warm enough to become real today.
Just look at your own pipeline.
How many conversations are sitting there marked:
“call again next month”?
How many quotes are lying there that someone was once enthusiastic about?
How many prospects have said:
“We will pick it up after the holidays”?
And how many of those actually come back?
That was a painful discovery for me.
Because I had always seen my pipeline as a list of opportunities.
Now I began to see it as a collection of situations in which I had to understand what was missing.
That was an enormous change.
The second test
Then I looked again at sustainability.
There I had heard it hundreds of times already.
“Yes, sustainability is important…”
And then came a silence.
In that silence there was often an unspoken sentence.
“…but not for me.”
Or:
“…but not now.”
And suddenly I could hear it.
The general importance was there.
But the personal stake was not.
Then the fuel is missing.
And once I started seeing that, I heard the other two as well.
“It is bound to be expensive.”
“Subsidies are far too complicated.”
“I do not know where to start.”
“I am afraid of making the wrong investment.”
Those may not have been objections at all.
They could be signals of something else.
Trust.
Uncertainty.
Doubt.
And then:
“We will take a look at it next year.”
No heat.
No reason to move today.
Two worlds
So there I sat.
With two worlds that seemed to have nothing to do with each other.
A pension at a kitchen table.
Solar panels on the roof of a business unit.
Twenty years in between.
Different people.
Different products.
Different circumstances.
And still the same pattern.
No stake, no movement.
No trust, no decision.
No urgency, delay.
That could not be coincidence any more.
I had discovered something else
Out of that came a conclusion I found strange myself at first.
I had always thought I sold products.
Pensions.
Annuities.
Advice.
Later sustainability as well.
But what I was really trying to do was something else.
I was trying to make a decision possible.
That is something other than selling a product.
A product lies on the table.
A decision arises in someone’s head.
That is not the same place.
And if I genuinely wanted to understand why people buy, I had to look at more than what I was selling.
I had to look at what was happening in the other person’s head.
The moment the penny dropped
I still remember sitting there with those three words.
Stake.
Trust.
Urgency.
And suddenly it felt as though I had not invented a model.
I had found something again.
Something that already existed.
Something that had been lying underneath my conversations all along.
I had simply never named it that way.
And perhaps that is why it felt so simple.
It was not new.
It was recognisable.
Just like fire.
Everyone knows how fire works.
We just rarely think about it when we are sitting opposite a human being.
The uncomfortable part
And then I had to look at myself as well.
Because if this was true, it meant that for years I had done exactly what I now saw others doing.
I had tried to convince people.
I had tried to give better arguments.
I had tried to explain my product better.
I had tried to remove objections.
I had tried to get to a decision faster.
Above all I had been working on my side of the table.
While the real decision was taking place on the other side.
That was not a pleasant discovery.
But it was a useful one.
The sentence under the three words
That evening I wrote one more sentence underneath the three words.
Not because I knew then that I would write a book.
Not because I already knew what the model would be called.
But because I was afraid I would forget it again otherwise.
I wrote:
People do not move because they are convinced. People move when the fire catches.
I put down my pen.
And looked at the paper.
It was only one sentence.
But to me it felt as though a door had opened.
The next day
The next morning I drove to another appointment.
The same car.
The same folder.
The same suit.
But I was no longer the same.
I was no longer only going to sell.
I was going to look.
What is missing here?
Is there a stake?
Is there trust?
Is there urgency?
That did not mean I suddenly had all the answers.
On the contrary.
What I mostly had was better questions.
And that turned out to be far more valuable.
I did not stop selling
That is perhaps important to understand properly.
I did not stop because I no longer enjoyed selling.
I did not stop because I had become bad at it.
I stopped trying to convince people.
That is something else.
I no longer wanted to push anyone towards a yes.
I wanted to understand why he would want to say yes himself.
That changed everything.
Not only my results.
Also the way I looked.
Listened.
Asked.
And ultimately:
Worked.
And then I began to see it everywhere
From that moment on I saw the pattern more and more often.
In sales.
In management.
In organisations.
In change programmes.
In negotiations.
In policy.
In families.
Even in myself.
Everywhere someone had to move, there turned out to be an environment.
And that environment could fan the fire.
Or make it impossible.
That was the thought that meant this was no longer only about sales.
It became a way of looking at people.
What I had got wrong for twenty years
I thought I was selling a pension.
I thought I was selling an annuity.
I thought I was selling a solution.
But I was selling none of those things.
Those were the tools.
The real work happened earlier.
At the moment when someone saw for himself:
…this touches my life.
That is the moment a conversation changes.
That is the moment explaining becomes less important.
That is the moment someone starts moving of his own accord.
And that is exactly what I had been searching for, for years, without knowing I was searching for it.
WHAT THE FIRE TELLS YOU
A decision does not arise because you convince someone.
A decision arises when the conditions for it are present.
Stake gives someone a reason.
Trust gives someone room.
Urgency makes moving now meaningful.
Is one of them missing?

Then you can keep talking.
But talking is not fire.
THE CLOSING QUESTION
You may think this chapter was about three words.
Stake.
Trust.
Urgency.
But really it was about something else.
It was about the day I discovered that my old way of selling was based on the wrong question.

I asked:
“How do I get someone to act?”
I should have asked:
“What is missing that keeps someone from moving of his own accord?”
That difference looks small.
It is enormous.
Because the first question forces me to work harder.
The second forces me to look better.
And the longer I looked at those three words, the clearer it became:
…there was a great deal more behind them.
Because if stake is the fuel…
…then how do you discover what someone’s real stake is?
If trust is the oxygen…
…then how does it actually come about?
And if urgency is the heat…
…then how do you get someone to see for himself why today is different from tomorrow?
Those questions would shape the chapters to come.
But first I had to face one painful discovery.
I thought I had to change people.
I first had to change my own way of looking.
CHAPTER 5
The biggest misconception
“Most problems are not caused by bad people. They are caused by good people starting from a wrong assumption.”
Once I had those three words on paper, something strange happened.
I started looking differently.
Not only at selling.
Not only at entrepreneurs.
Not only at the conversations that went well or badly.
I began to look at everything.
And the longer I looked, the more uncomfortable it became.
Because again and again I saw the same pattern.
People were trying to solve something.
They worked hard.
They had good intentions.
They were often expert.
And still the desired result did not come.
Then almost always the same thing happened.
Someone was singled out.
The customer.
The employee.
The entrepreneur.
The market.
The team.
The economy.
The circumstances.
An explanation had to be found.
And usually that explanation was surprisingly simple:
they did not do what they were supposed to do.
I had done it myself as well.
For years.
What I thought myself
I have to start somewhere.
And that is with myself.
Years ago I thought people sometimes simply made bad decisions.
I really did think that.
When someone was not building up a supplementary pension, I found that unwise.
When an entrepreneur did not want to invest in sustainability, I thought he could not see the opportunities.
When an employee resisted change, I thought he was afraid of the new.
When a customer did not choose a solution I was convinced was good for him, I found that hard to understand.
I saw a logical solution.
I had arguments.
I could explain the advantages.
So my conclusion was simple.
If someone still did not decide, something must be wrong with that person.
Not consciously.
I would never have put it that way.
But if I am honest?
That is how I thought.
In my head there was a sum.
Good solution + logical arguments = good decision.
It sounded so logical that it never occurred to me to examine the sum itself.
Everyone does it
Just listen to yourself for a week.
Not deliberately.
Simply listen.
A manager says:
“My people do not want to change.”
A salesperson says:
“The customer does not see the value.”
A policymaker says:
“Entrepreneurs are not making use of the scheme.”
A parent says:
“My child never listens.”
Four different worlds.
Four different problems.
And still all four contain exactly the same thing.
Everyone is pointing at the other person’s behaviour.
The speaker stands outside the problem.
He is the narrator.
Not the cause.
That feels safe.
If my people do not want to change, the problem lies with my people.
If the customer does not see the value, the problem lies with the customer.
If entrepreneurs are not using the scheme, the problem lies with the entrepreneurs.
If my child does not listen, the problem lies with my child.
I do not have to investigate anything again.
All I have to do is get someone to adjust his behaviour.
That is a comfortable thought.
And probably exactly why it is so persistent.
I began to see it everywhere
I saw managers trying to motivate employees with bonuses.
Nothing wrong with that in itself.
Money can be a marvellous incentive.
But if someone finds his work meaningless in substance, you do not turn a problem into a solution by laying money on top of it.
You are handing out a firelighter.
But a firelighter is not a fire.
I saw salespeople carrying on convincing customers who had long since decided they did not trust the salesperson.
The conversation was still running.
The salesperson simply did not know.
In his mind the customer had already left.
I saw governments making millions available to help people.
And then being surprised that people did not move.
Everyone was doing their utmost.
And still the result did not come.
Why?
Because almost everyone starts from the same assumption.
If I make the solution better, the decision will follow of its own accord.
There it is.
The biggest misconception.
Read that sentence again
There is a cause.
And an effect.
But there is no automatic connection between the two.
The quality of your solution sits on your side of the table.
The decision falls on the other side.
We all know that, really.
And still we act as though there is an invisible cable between them.
As if a better solution automatically produces a better decision.
But that is not how it works.
You can have a fantastic solution.
And nobody who wants it.
You can have a mediocre solution.
And someone who chooses it anyway.
Why?
Because the quality of the solution is only one component of reality.
The decision arises somewhere else.
The gap between the two sides of the table
There is a space there.
A gap.
On one side is what you make.
On the other side is what someone decides.
And we fill that gap with an assumption.
That is perhaps the heart of the whole problem.
Because as long as you believe your better solution automatically leads to the other person’s decision, you only have to do one thing:
Improve the solution.
That you can do.
It is tangible.
Measurable.
You can turn it into a project.
A deadline.
A budget.
A meeting.
A presentation.
A document.
You can start this very evening.
And so that is what we all do, on a massive scale.
Prettier, better, more comprehensive
Our quotes are more beautiful than ever.
Our presentations have animations.
Our policy papers have executive summaries.
And underneath those, a summary of the summary.
We build dashboards.
We build funnels.
We write scripts.
We develop decision aids.
We make landing pages.
We devise campaigns.
We measure everything that can be measured.
There are people who spend their entire working week improving something nobody has established is actually wanted.
And I was one of them.
Two evenings for a customer who had stopped replying
I once rewrote a quote three times for someone who had not replied for two months.
Not once.
Three times.
I spent two evenings on it.
I changed the layout.
I reversed the order.
I made the text clearer.
I put the payback period on a separate page.
I genuinely thought I was making the document better.
And every new version gave me the same feeling:
now it has to work.
The third version was really good.
I mean it.
I looked at it and thought:
Now it is perfect.
He never read it.
And that is the painful part
That is not even the worst of it.
The worst is that on those evenings I felt productive.
I had worked.
I had made something.
I had improved something.
The next morning I could say:
“I was working on that again last night.”
Everyone understands that.
It looks like effort.
It feels like effort.
But suppose I had spent those same two evenings asking one different question.
Why would this man actually want to buy?
Then after two evenings I would have had nothing to show.
No new quote.
No new layout.
No second version.
No third version.
Only a thought.
And that is exactly where the trap sits.
Working on the solution feels like progress
Thinking about the conditions often feels like doing nothing.
That is an important difference.
Improving a solution you can do alone.
At your desk.
This very evening.
But understanding why someone would move can only be done with that someone.
And he does not always pick up the phone.
That is frustrating.
So we do what is within reach.
We improve what we can improve.
We have become extraordinarily good at that.
And when something then still does not work, we make yet another improvement.
A new version.
A new campaign.
A new pitch.
A new training course.
Another meeting.
Another phone call.
Another reminder.
Until in the end we forget that all along we may have been working on the wrong problem.
The reverse side of the same mistake
There is something else behind it.
Something I only began to understand later.
If you believe:
“A good solution leads to a good decision by itself, and something follows from that automatically.”
And then the decision does not come…
…it must be down to the other person.
That is not a second mistake.
It is the same mistake.
Only seen from the other side.
And that is how the vicious circle arises.
We make a better solution.
The other person does not move.
So we conclude there is something wrong with him.
Then we make the solution better still.
Again no movement.
So we have to explain harder.
Again no movement.
So we have to apply more pressure.
And before you know it you have built an entire system around an assumption nobody ever checked.
People are not irrational
Here I had to admit something to myself.
For years I thought that people who did not decide were not thinking logically.
It is exactly the other way round.
Their choices were often surprisingly logical.
Just not from within my reality.
From within theirs.
That difference is enormous.
An entrepreneur says:
“I will wait a while.”
As an adviser I hear:
“He does not want to invest.”
But perhaps he is thinking:
“I do not trust that supplier yet.”
Or:
“I do not know which choice is the right one.”
Or:
“I have bigger worries at the moment.”
His behaviour looks the same.
The cause is completely different.
And if you cannot see the cause, you automatically choose the wrong solution.
Four words
“I will wait a while.”
Four words.
That is all.
But try to think what could be sitting underneath them.
Doubt.
Fear.
Uncertainty.
A different priority.
A bad experience.
A lack of trust.
A lack of stake.
A lack of urgency.
Perhaps someone thinks the offer is fine.
Perhaps he even wants it.
But not today.
And that is exactly why behaviour can be so misleading.
You see what someone does.
You do not automatically see why.
And still we draw a conclusion immediately.
You only know afterwards who was being irrational
So I use the word irrational far more carefully now.
Because when I call someone irrational, what I am really doing is telling you something about myself.
I am telling you I have not found his reasoning.
Nothing more.
That is a hard thought.
But a liberating one too.
Because if someone is irrational, I no longer have to investigate anything.
If his behaviour is logical, I have to look further.
Then I have to understand what I do not yet understand.
That demands more of me.
But it also delivers more.
My wife
And do you know who I have perhaps learned this from best of all?
From my wife.
When she disagrees with me and cannot bring me round, she does not argue with me.
She says:
“Bebe, I believe you. I really do. Good luck with that.”
At first I thought:
What is she getting at?
I found it almost irritating.
Because I wanted to convince her.
I wanted her to see what I saw.
But she did something clever.
She did not attack my judgement.
She did not say I was wrong.
She did not say my idea was nonsense.
She agreed with me.
And because of that something happened that she probably knew all along.
I started thinking for myself.
Clever trick
Damn it.
I wish I had thought of it.
Because look at what she is actually doing.
She takes the sting out of the conversation.
There is nothing left to defend.
And precisely because of that, room appears to think.
Why is she reacting like that?
Has she perhaps seen something I cannot see yet?
Why is she not angry?
Why is she not trying to win me back?
And then I am busy with that for weeks. Sometimes longer. What a sly trick, I would think. But the solution lay with me, not with her. And as long as I did not accept that, it stayed my problem, never hers.
That is why we almost never argue
That may sound odd, but I think I now understand why.
She does not need to change me.
She does not try to convince me.
She creates no battle over who is right.
She gives me room to discover for myself what is really going on.
And that is exactly what I have come to understand better and better in my work.
The first thing a human being defends is his judgement.
Attack that judgement and he defends himself.
Give him room and something else can happen.
Then he can start looking for himself.
The salesperson with three quotes
I once heard a salesperson say:
“I have sent three quotes, but the customer does not respond to anything.”
I asked:
“Why did he want to buy in the first place?”
He looked at me in surprise.
“I do not actually know.”
There was the whole problem.
Not in his quotes.
Not in his customer.
Not in the market.
In the order.
He had made three perfect solutions for a question he had never investigated.
That is like having a key cut before anyone has decided which door he wants to open.
The key can be perfect.
Beautifully made.
Exactly to size.
Only…
…not for this door.
I recognise him
I did not laugh at him.
I could not have.
It had taken me twenty years to learn to ask that question properly.
And if I am completely honest, I still get it wrong sometimes.
Because I too sometimes want to build a solution.
I too sometimes want to finish something.
I too sometimes want a visible result.
That is human.
But now I recognise it faster.
When I am building too quickly, I ask myself:
Why would this person actually want this?
And if I have no answer to that, I stop.
That is not laziness.
That is diagnosis.
The entrepreneur who said almost nothing
I remember an entrepreneur who said almost nothing during a conversation.
For a whole hour.
I talked.
He nodded occasionally.
In the old days I would have thought:
He is not interested.
Perhaps he is difficult.
Perhaps I should involve him more.
Perhaps I should ask more questions.
I would have invented all sorts of explanations.
But he was simply listening.
After an hour he stood up, shook my hand and said:
“I have hardly said a word today, have I?”
I nodded.
He smiled.
“That is right. I always listen first. If I talk a lot, I learn nothing.”
I drove home.
And in that car it went quiet.
In my head as well.
Because in one hour he had learned more about me than I had about him.
I had spoken for an hour.
And added precisely zero new information to my own knowledge.
He had not. I had filled everything in for him. He now knew everything about me and could decide at his leisure what his next step would be. Without me. We had not had a conversation. I sold him something he first had to go away and think about. That I would have preferred a different outcome was my problem. He had all the time in the world to decide. On his own. And that is how you lose a piece of business. Without realising it.
That changed something
Since then I have become more careful with quick conclusions.
People surprise you.
Especially when you stop filling in the blanks.
And that is harder than it sounds.
Because filling in feels efficient.
You see behaviour.
You know the pattern.
So you think you know the cause.
But behaviour and cause are not the same thing.
“I will wait a while.”
That is behaviour.
Why?
That is the question.
Five people
Look back once more at everything we have now seen.
The manager with his bonus.
The salesperson with his third quote.
The policymaker with his subsidy.
The parent with his good advice.
And me.
With my two evenings for a man who had not replied for two months.
Five people.
Five worlds.
All working hard.
All with good intentions.
And all on the wrong side of the table.
That is why I call this misconception so large.
Not because each individual mistake is enormous.
But because it occurs so often.
And because it disguises itself as hard work.
The biggest misconception
The misconception is not:
“We sometimes make the wrong solution.”
That happens.
You can do something about that.
The real misconception is far more fundamental:
We think the quality of our solution determines someone else’s decision.
It does not.
It can help.
It can be necessary.
It can create conditions.
But it does not automatically cause the decision.
The decision arises with the other person.
And that is where we have to be.
Not only with our solution.
With our understanding.
The wrong side of the table
Perhaps that is the image I want you to take away from this chapter.
There is a table.
On one side you are sitting.
With your product.
Your plan.
Your report.
Your quote.
Your subsidy.
Your arguments.
Your experience.
On the other side sits the other person.
With his reality.
His interests.
His worries.
His doubt.
His trust.
His timing.
And somewhere in the middle of that table lies our greatest mistake.
We think that by making our side better we automatically gain influence over his side.
But the distance between the two sides does not disappear by itself.
You have to look at the other side of the table.
This is not a sales trick
It is far bigger than sales.
A manager can produce a perfect change plan.
But employees decide for themselves whether they go along with it.
A government can design a superb subsidy.
But entrepreneurs decide for themselves whether they take the step.
A doctor can propose a good treatment.
But the patient ultimately has to understand what that treatment means for him.
A parent can give the best advice in the world.
But a child ultimately has to learn something for himself.
Again and again the same pattern.
The solution is here.
The decision is there.
And in between?
The human being.
WHAT THE FIRE TELLS YOU
Improving a solution you can do alone.
Understanding why someone would move can only be done with that person present.
That is perhaps the simplest sentence in this chapter.
And perhaps the most expensive one too. Because as long as you do not understand it, you keep investing in the things you can influence.
Another quote.
Another presentation.
Another campaign.
Another discount.
Another subsidy.
Another phone call.

But once you understand that the decision arises on the other side of the table, your behaviour changes.
Then your first question becomes:
What is missing?
And that is a far better question than:
What else can I add?
THE CLOSING QUESTION
You may think this chapter was about assumptions.
It was not.
It was about what we do the moment it turns out our assumption is wrong.
Because then something happens.
We start working harder.
We make the product better.
We write a new quote.
We give an extra training course.
We send a reminder.
We increase the subsidy.
We add something else.

Exactly as we would keep striking a new match at a fire.
But suppose those matches were never the problem.
Suppose one of the conditions is missing.
Then you can use a hundred matches.
The fire will not come.
And that brings us to the next question.
What do we do when we keep trying and the fire still does not catch?
That is what the next chapter is about.
CHAPTER 6
The fourth match
“When something does not work, most people add something. Almost nobody looks at what is missing.”
The previous chapter ended with your ego.
This chapter begins with it.
Go back to that campfire for a moment.
The first match that does not catch is nothing special.
Nor is the second.
By the third you start looking.
And then there is the fourth.
That fourth one is different from the first three.
Because there you are no longer making a fire.
There you are proving that you can make a fire.
The first three matches are about the wood.
The fourth is about you.
And that is exactly where it goes wrong.
Because from that moment on you stop looking.
You push.
I did that for years
I did that for years without noticing.
When a customer did not want to take out a pension, I thought my explanation was not good enough.
So I explained harder.
When an entrepreneur did not want to invest in sustainability, I thought I had to explain the subsidy better.
So I made prettier calculations.
When someone hesitated, I gave more information.
More arguments.
More figures.
More examples.
More…
…matches.
And I was not the only one.
A change is not getting off the ground?
We write a better plan.
We organise another meeting.
We produce a detailed report.
We gather more figures.
We send reminders.
We increase the budget.
We apply more pressure.
Another training course.
Another campaign.
Another scheme.
And still…
…often nothing changes.
It feels like progress
There is hardly an organisation where this does not happen.
And the striking thing is that nobody finds it strange.
Because it feels like progress.
You are doing something.
You are taking action.
You are working harder.
That is better than sitting still.
Is it not?
That is what I thought too.
But by now I think it usually solves nothing.
In fact.
I am certain of it.
And you can work it out with the three words from chapter 4.
An entrepreneur who sees no stake yet gets irritated by even more arguments.
An employee who has no trust is not convinced by yet another presentation.
A customer without urgency does not buy because you send him yet another quote.
On the contrary.
You are increasing the distance.
Not because your story is bad.
But because you are trying to solve a problem that is not yet the real problem.
What it costs
There is something I only grasped much later.
Every subsequent match makes the chance of the one after it smaller.
Because something changes in the way the other person sees you.
At the first conversation you are someone who has come to help.
By the third you are someone who wants something.
And once that has flipped, everything you say is heard differently.
Your best argument becomes a sales pitch.
Your good intention becomes a technique.
Read that last line again.
Because it is unfair.
And it is true.
You mean well.
And it lands as manipulation.
Not because you say something wrong.
But because you say it too often.
I have done it myself
I once called a customer four times about the same quote.
Four times.
The fourth time he did not pick up.
I thought then that he was being rude.
That he did not take me seriously.
That perhaps he simply did not treat people properly.
By now I know he was doing exactly what I had taught him.
I was not calling him to hear how things stood.
I was calling to bring something in.
He heard that.
I did not.
That is the difference between intention and effect.
I meant well.
But my intention did not determine how my behaviour landed with him.
His experience did.
Remember the campfire?
There everyone knew exactly what to do.
Look at what is missing.
Here we do the opposite.
And we do it with complete conviction.
In meeting rooms.
With budget.
With deadlines.
With reports.
With KPIs.
With targets.
And often with the best of intentions.
That perhaps makes it harder still.
Because nobody deliberately sets out to make a problem bigger.
We think we are helping.
We think we are persevering.
We think we are taking responsibility.
But sometimes we are only striking a fourth match.
Why does nobody stop?
One question kept nagging at me.
If this is so transparent…
…why does nobody stop doing it?
I think there are two reasons.
And neither of them is stupid.
The first is perhaps the most important.
Stopping looks like giving up.
Stopping feels like losing
At a campfire you are allowed to crouch down.
You are allowed to look.
You are allowed to move the wood.
You are allowed to wait.
You are allowed to start again.
At work it is different.
Anyone who says:
“I think we should do nothing for a moment and first look at what is missing here,”
quickly sounds like someone without a plan.
Anyone who says:
“I will chase it up once more,”
sounds like someone with perseverance.
That difference matters.
Because organisations usually reward what is visible.
And looking is not visible.
A meeting is.
A report is.
A phone call is.
A new quote is.
A new campaign is.
But an hour spent thinking about why someone is not moving?
That is hard to put a tick next to.
Scent of a Woman
Do you know that scene from Scent of a Woman?
Al Pacino plays a blind, discarded colonel.
He walks unannounced into a disciplinary hearing at an exclusive boarding school.
A boy is being sacrificed there because he refuses to say who was behind a prank.
The boy who does cooperate, and who has the right father, walks away without a scratch.
Pacino stands up and explains to the entire room what is really happening there.
Not merely that a wrong judgement is being made.
That could still be repaired.
He shows that the school rewards precisely what it claims to despise.
And punishes precisely what it claims to want to cultivate.
He is the only one in that room who sees it.
And he is blind.
That image has stayed with me.
Because that is what this is about too.
Not about bad people.
Not about bad intentions.
About what a system actually rewards.
What do you say you consider important?
Ask around in your own organisation.
Everyone will say that thinking matters.
Customer focus matters.
Quality matters.
Integrity matters.
Good collaboration matters.
The words are probably even hanging on a wall somewhere.
Fine words.
But then look at what is actually rewarded.
The colleague who hits his numbers on Friday.
The project leader who saves his deadline.
The adviser who delivers on time.
Those are visible achievements.
But how often is the person rewarded who says on a Tuesday:
“I think we are answering the wrong question here.”
That person is difficult.
That person slows things down.
That person questions things.
That person appears in no column at all.
And that is where it hurts.
Nobody meant it this way
There is probably no ill-intentioned director who ever said:
“From today we are going to reward poor thinking and punish good thinking.”
That is not how it works.
It grows.
Step by step.
What is visible gets measured.
What gets measured becomes important.
What becomes important gets rewarded.
And what gets rewarded gets done more often.
Not because anyone is bad.
But because systems steer behaviour.
That is exactly why design matters so much.
An organisation does not automatically get the behaviour it says it wants.
An organisation gets the behaviour it rewards.
And those are almost never quite the same thing.
The second reason
The second reason nobody stops is perhaps even simpler.
A match is measurable.
You can count how many quotes have gone out.
How many times someone has called.
How many presentations have been given.
How many demos someone has done.
How many points of contact there have been.
Those are figures.
And figures give us the feeling that we are in control.
But you cannot easily count how well someone has looked.
You cannot put in a dashboard:
“Spent three hours today looking properly at what is missing.”
So we measure what we can measure.
And what we measure…
…is what people start doing.
Take a look at your weekly report
Here I want to address someone personally.
That is you, if you run a team.
Get out your weekly report.
Look at the columns.
Conversations held.
Quotes sent.
Calls made.
Demos given.
Points of contact.
Do you know what you are actually counting there?
Matches.
Every column measures how often someone has tried.
Not a single column measures whether the wood was dry.
And because you measure that, you start rewarding it.
And because you reward it, your people start doing it.
Including at moments when it demonstrably works against them.
Because at least then they have something to show on Monday.
So you may not have a lazy department at all.
You have a department doing exactly what you designed.
That is an uncomfortable thought.
But a useful one.
DESIGN FLAW NUMBER ONE
That is why for me this is the first real design flaw:
We like improving the execution, while the design should have been replaced long ago.
That is a fundamental difference.
Poor execution means someone is doing the wrong thing inside a good system.
A poor design means someone is doing exactly what is asked of him…
…and the system still produces the wrong outcome.

Then working harder is not a solution.
Then working harder becomes part of the problem.
I recognise myself in this
I do not want to place myself above it.
On the contrary.
I did exactly the same.
That fourth phone call?
That was not only a sales mistake.
It was my ego.
I wanted to prove I could still bring that deal in.
That third version of the quote?
That was not only perfectionism.
I wanted to give myself the feeling that I was making progress.
The extra calculation for an entrepreneur?
Not always because that entrepreneur asked for it.
Sometimes because I wanted to show that I was doing my job well.
That is the fourth match.
You are no longer working on the problem.
You are working on proving to yourself that you can solve the problem.
And the moment that happens…
…you stop looking.
The fourth attempt
That is why I find the fourth attempt so interesting.
Not because four is a magic number.
But because somewhere there is a line where persevering turns into pushing.
The first time you try.
The second time you try again.
The third time you start wondering what is going on.
And at the fourth something else can happen.
You are no longer trying to discover what is missing.
You are trying to prove that your approach ought to work.
That is the moment the match is no longer for the fire.
It is for you.
The test for tomorrow
So I want you to do something.
It will take you five minutes.
Take one matter that has been running too long.
A customer.
A project.
A conversation at home.
It does not matter which.
Count how often you have already tried.
Emails.
Phone calls.
Versions.
Meetings.
Presentations.
It all counts.
Are you on one or two?
Fine.
Carry on.
Are you on four or higher?
Then the question is no longer:
How can I present it better?
Then the question is:
Which of the three is missing?
Stake?
Trust?
Urgency?
And if you play it honestly, ask yourself one more question.
Who was that fourth attempt actually for?
For the fire?
Or for you?
That is a hard question
Because sometimes the answer is clear.
You genuinely wanted to help.
But sometimes something else turns out to be true.
You wanted the deal.
You wanted to be proved right.
You wanted to hit your target.
You did not want to admit your earlier approach was not working.
You did not want to accept a no.
That does not make you a bad person.
That makes you human.
But you can only change something once you face it.
From that moment on
From the moment I began to understand this, the way I worked changed.
No longer:
“How do I make my argument better?”
But:
“What is missing?”
That looks like a small shift.
It is the biggest one I have ever made.
Because as long as you are looking for a better argument, you stay busy with your side of the table.
The moment you look for what is missing, you are looking at his.
And with that, something else changed as well.
I no longer had to solve everything myself.
Sometimes my job was only to make visible what I could see.
Sometimes my job was to ask a question.
Sometimes my job was to do nothing.
That last one may sound strange.
But doing nothing can be highly professional when you first have to understand.
Up to here we have discovered
We have looked at what goes wrong.
We have looked at the fire.
We have seen that there are conditions.
We have seen that people often do not move because something is missing.
And we have discovered what we usually do when it does not work.
We add something.
More explaining.
More arguments.
More pressure.
More matches.
But now we come to a different question.
Because suppose you finally know what is missing.
Then you are still not finished.
Then you have a diagnosis.
But not yet an answer to the question:
What do you do next?
That is where this book takes a different direction from here on.
We are no longer only going to look at the fire.
We are going to learn to look at the environment in which that fire has to catch.
THE CLOSING QUESTION
You probably think this chapter was about matches.
It was not.
It was about the question this book is about from here on.
Because if working harder does not solve it…
…then what does?

“The fourth match is never for the fire. It is for yourself.”
— Greg Trinidad
CHAPTER 7
The spark
“Three conditions make fire possible. But somebody has to strike the match.”
There is something else, and it took me a long time to see what it was.
Suppose everything is in place.
The wood is bone dry. The air can get in. The heat is there.
Three conditions, all three present.
And nothing happens.
• • •
Why not?
Because those three conditions make fire possible.
They do not make it inevitable.
Something has to set it alight.
• • •
I can already hear the fireman. Is heat not one of the three?
It is. But there is a difference between heat that is present and heat that is transferred.
A three-hundred-degree stove next to a log warms the room. It does not set the log alight.
The conditions are a state.
The spark is not a condition. The spark is an event.

And that is why it sits in the middle of the triangle and not on one of its sides.
[image: ]
Two systems of law
DESIGN LAW ①
What fuel, oxygen and heat do for fire, stake, trust and urgency do for a decision.
Three conditions make it possible. Only an event makes it real. With wood we call that a spark; with people, a moment of decision.

Here two things come together, and this is what this book is about.
Fuel, oxygen and heat are the laws of nature. You do not have to agree with them. They apply.
Stake, trust and urgency are the laws of human beings. You do not have to agree with those either.
And in both cases the same thing holds.
Three conditions make it possible. Only an event makes it real.

With wood that event is called a spark.
With people it is called a moment of decision.
• • •
And that is what this entire book works towards.
Everything you still have to read — how to find someone’s real stake, how trust comes about, why delay is logical behaviour — serves one purpose.
That at some point a decision is genuinely made.
Because without that moment everything stays where it is. However well the conversation went.
And now the mistake everyone makes
Go to any sales training you like and within an hour you will hear this sentence:
“Ask for the decision.”
Everyone says it. Almost nobody knows what he is saying.
• • •
Look at what that sentence assumes.
It assumes the decision is already there and only has to be collected. That the decision is ready and all you have to do is pull it out.
Work that through with the three conditions.
• • •
Let me deal with one more sales myth straight away.
Are stake, trust and urgency all three already present?
Then you no longer have to force anything.
Then he asks.
I experienced that myself at that kitchen table. I did not have to close anything. I got a question back:
“What do you need from me?”
• • •
Is one of them missing?
Then asking for the decision is the worst thing you can do.
Because then you are trying to get a decision before the conditions for it are present.
Sometimes you force a no that was not there at all.
You see that in a lot of telephone selling, for instance.
The customer picks up and the first question is:
“Is this a good moment?”
At first sight that seems polite.
You are asking permission to carry on.
But look at what you are actually asking.
He does not know you yet.
He does not know why you are calling.
He does not know what you want to tell him.
He does not yet know whether it is of any interest to him.
And still, at that very moment, he has to answer the question of whether this call suits him.
Then “no” is the easiest answer.
Not because he has no interest.
Not because your story could not help him.
But because he has no reason whatsoever to say “yes”.
And there is something else.
“Is this a good moment?” puts the other person mentally into a binary choice:
Yes or no.
With “no” the conversation is over.
With “yes” all you have given yourself is permission to start.
So you have asked a question that yields almost nothing, while immediately offering a way out.
That is not a good opening.
It is a design flaw. This is one of those assumptions that has been passed on for decades. Every salesperson learns it and applies it.
Here is why it is a bad opening.
• • •
What you actually want is not to know whether you are calling at a good moment.
You want permission to ask a short question or to tell your story.
That you can ask far better directly and concretely.
For example:
“Good morning, Mr Jansen. My name is Simon Emers. I am calling from Emers Cleaning Services. I have one short question. Do you have five minutes?”
That is something else.
You are not asking:
“Does my call happen to suit you right now?”
You are asking:
“May I use five minutes of your time to ask one question?”
That is concrete.
The other person knows what he is saying yes to.
And if the answer is no, at least you know what is being turned down:
Not your story.
Not your solution.
Not your company.
Only the moment.
That difference looks small.
But it is large.
• • •
The same principle applies at the table.
Do not ask:
“Shall we do it?”
when you still have to discover why someone would want to move at all.
Put down the next logical step.
Make it small.
Make it clear.
And then let the other person decide.
Because a good question opens a door. A bad question hands someone the chance to slam it shut.
And remember what happened in chapter 1. The moment a person has said something out loud, he starts defending it. Not because he means it, but because it is his.
A no you provoked yourself, you will never get out of him again.
• • •
So either you do not have to ask, or you should not do it.

That is the design flaw. A profession that teaches a technique which at the right moment is unnecessary and at the wrong moment is harmful.
You do not ask for the decision. You make the smallest next step available and keep your mouth shut.

Jordan Belfort understood one thing perfectly
That is what makes a scene from The Wolf of Wall Street interesting.
Jordan Belfort was no example of honest selling. I have said as much already. On the contrary. His method was based on deception and on selling worthless shares with high commissions. He made a great deal of money. His customers lost a great deal of money. I am no fan of that method.
But inside his sales technique there was a principle every salesperson ought to understand. I think that is why so many salespeople are fans. Everyone wants to be able to do this too.
Look at the scene where he sells a share over the phone.
He tells his salespeople to position the customer early on. He builds up the story and then says to the customer:
“Because by the time you read about it in The Wall Street Journal, it's already too late.”
And then comes the interesting part:
“Then you wait. You wait. And whoever speaks first loses.”
Look at what happens here.
Belfort has told his story.
He has established the urgency.
He has brought the customer to a particular moment.
And then…
…he stops.
• • •
No summary. No extra argument. No “what do you think?”
Silence.
And in that silence it happens. The man on the other end fills it, and whoever fills the silence decides.
• • •
Why does that work?
Because with every word you add afterwards you put something new on the table. And to something new he can react.
Reacting is easier than deciding.
Because this is what happens if you do not do it:
The customer says:
“I need to think about it.”
And the salesperson starts explaining why that is not necessary.
The customer stays silent.
And the salesperson feels the silence as a problem.
So he fills it.
Another argument.
Another advantage.
Another example.
Another reason.
Until in the end the customer no longer decides and no longer responds.
Not because there was too little information.
But because the salesperson talked shut the very space in which a decision could have arisen.
So as long as you keep talking, you keep handing the other person a way out. You pull the decision back to your side of the table.
Stay silent and it stays where it belongs. With the person who has to decide.

• • •
And here is the difference between Jordan Belfort and what I am proposing.
It is not the silence. The silence is good.
The difference lies in what you are silent about. Belfort was silent after the last step. You are silent after the first.

He asked for the money and kept his mouth shut. That works once, with someone you never see again.
Put down the smallest next step and keep your mouth shut, and it works every time. Including with someone you speak to again in two years.
How small is small
A spark has four properties.
It is small.
It costs little.
It is reversible.
And it does not have to be put to anyone else.
• • •
Look at what did work.
With that couple at the kitchen table I did not ask for a signature. I asked whether I might help bridge that gap.
With that entrepreneur and his solar panels I did not ask for an order. He was the one who said he did not yet have an energy label, and I proposed finding out what would be needed for it.
Both small enough to say yes to without consulting anybody.
• • •
And now look at what we usually ask.
Sign this quote.
Agree to this programme.
Commit to this course.
Say yes to this reorganisation.
Those are not first steps.
Those are last steps. We ask for the end of the fire and call it a beginning.

• • •
The paradox of the spark
That is perhaps the greatest paradox in selling.
The better you do your work before the moment of decision, the less you have to do at the moment of decision.

The spark does not arise because you push harder at the last moment.
“The spark arises because everything that was needed beforehand is present.”
The customer understands what is at stake.
The customer trusts the person and the solution.
The customer feels that delay has consequences.
And then a moment has to come at which he takes the step himself.
So the question is not:
“How do I get the customer to say yes?”
The better question is:
“Have I designed everything so that a decision becomes possible?”
That is a fundamental difference.
The first question is about convincing.
The second is about designing.
You do not have to make the decision
That is also why a salesperson should not always try to make the decision for the customer.
You can create the conditions.
You can make the stake visible.
You can build trust.
You can make urgency discussable.
You can make the smallest logical next step available.
But after that you have to leave room.
The customer has to decide for himself.

Sometimes that literally means you do nothing more.
You ask the question.
You put down the next step.
And you keep your mouth shut.
Not as a trick.
Not because “whoever speaks first loses”.
But because the decision has to come from the other person.
That is a crucial difference.
Belfort used silence as a sales technique.
We use silence as room for a decision.
The smallest next step
There is another important distinction there.
A decision does not always have to be large.
In fact: it is often wiser to make the smallest logical next step available.
Not:
“Are you going to invest €50,000 in this complete sustainability plan?”
But for instance:
“Shall we take the next step together and have the feasibility of this looked into?”
Not:
“Will you sign today?”
But:
“Shall we put this appointment in the diary?”
The question changes.
Not because you want to talk someone round.
But because you make the decision concrete and doable.

The spark does not have to be an explosion.
A spark is small.
But it is enough to set something in motion that is already ready to burn.
That is why the moment of decision matters so much
From this point on we will keep returning in this book to one question:
What has to happen before someone decides?
Because that is ultimately where selling, leadership, change, innovation and many other forms of human behaviour come together.
People do not decide because you have thought up a perfect question.
They decide because something falls into place.
And your job is not to make the decision for them.
Your job is to make sure the circumstances in which that decision can arise are present.
Then the spark comes.
And sometimes that spark is no more than a single question.
A question that is asked…
…and is then followed by silence.
WHAT THE FIRE TELLS YOU
A decision does not arise because you push harder. It arises because you stop pushing when everything is ready.

THE CLOSING QUESTION
I challenge you.
Have you ever tried to force a decision when there was in fact no fire yet?
Think about that for a moment. Feeling embarrassed yet?
Then you know how I felt when I discovered the same thing.

One more thing, because this often goes wrong.
You cannot force a spark. You can make it possible and recognise it when it is there.
A spark you light instead of the other person goes out the moment you look away. Remember that.
• • •
This is enough for now to carry on with.
In chapter 15 I come back to it in detail: how to recognise a moment of decision, how small the first step has to be, and why most conversations run aground on a step nobody dared to take.
For now this will do:
Stake, trust and urgency make a decision possible. The moment of decision makes it real.

• • •
Up to here we have discovered.
From here we are going to understand.
“You cannot force a decision. All you can do is put down the smallest next step and keep your mouth shut.”
— Greg Trinidad
PART I — THE FIRE
What you know now
Over the past chapters you may have felt that we kept circling the same problem.
That is correct.
That was exactly the intention.
Because all along the problem was not that people did not know what to do.
The problem was that we assume too quickly that knowing leads to doing by itself.
It does not.
An entrepreneur can understand that sustainability is necessary and still do nothing.
A customer can understand that a financial provision is sensible and still not decide.
An employee can understand why a change is needed and still carry on doing what he always did.
A manager can have an excellent plan and still get no movement.
And when that happens, we almost always do the same thing.
We add something.
More information.
A better presentation.
A new quote.
More figures.
A subsidy.
A bonus.
A training course.
More pressure.
Another attempt.
Another match.
But when the fire is not burning, more of the same is not automatically the solution.
Sometimes something is simply not present.
Everyone was right
That was my starting point.
For years I thought a good solution with good arguments would lead to a good decision by itself.
I thought that as a financial adviser.
I thought that in sales.
I thought that later on with entrepreneurs.
And I turned out not to be alone in it.
We all do it.
The manager says:
“My people do not want to change.”
The salesperson says:
“The customer does not see the value.”
The policymaker says:
“The entrepreneur is not making use of the scheme.”
The parent says:
“My child does not listen.”
Everyone describes the other person’s behaviour.
And with that the problem appears to lie outside ourselves.
Until you start looking differently.
The annuity story
For me that change began at a kitchen table.
I thought I was helping people by explaining what they could do with their financial future.
I came prepared.
With my knowledge.
With my figures.
With my products.
With my story.
But the striking thing was that the conversations in which I said the most were not automatically the conversations in which something happened.
The conversation that would stay with me most ran differently.
I looked.
I listened.
I saw the photographs on the wall.
I saw their house.
Their children.
Their way of living.
And for the first time I did not ask myself:
“How do I get these people to take out an annuity?”
I asked:
“What actually matters to these people?”
That changed the conversation.
When the pension papers finally came out on the table, I had to explain far less.
I asked a question.
And then it went quiet.
That silence lasted perhaps twenty seconds.
But in those twenty seconds something happened that I had not understood for years.
The decision did not arise with me.
It arose with them.
That was one of the first real signs for me that convincing might not be the job I thought it was.
The word that stayed with me
Later I heard the same word more and more often.
Actually.
“I really ought to…”
“We really should…”
“We really ought to look into that, actually.”
That one word turned out to say more than I first thought.
It was not a no.
But it was not a yes either.
It was the space between understanding and acting.
Someone can agree with you.
But nothing has been decided by that.
And that brought me to another question:
So what is missing?
The fire
In the end I did not find the answer in a sales book.
I found it in something everyone already knows.
Fire.
Everyone understands what happens when a fire will not burn.
You do not go on striking matches endlessly.
You look.
Is the wood dry?
Can air get in?
Is there enough heat?
Everyone knows a fire needs three conditions.
Fuel.
Oxygen.
Heat.
Is one of them missing?
Then nothing happens.
Not less.
Nothing.
And then came the thought that would change the rest of this book.
Perhaps human behaviour works in a comparable way.
Not because people are pieces of wood.
But because decisions have conditions too.
Stake
The first one became clear to me:
Stake.
Something has to be at stake.
Not your stake.
Not your organisation’s stake.
Not the salesperson’s stake.
The stake of the person who has to decide.
That stake can be financial.
But it can also be about peace of mind, safety, continuity, freedom, pride, time, the future, or avoiding a problem.
Without a stake of his own, no movement arises.
A firelighter can make the fire burn faster.
But a firelighter does not suddenly make the wood matter.
Trust
The second condition:
Trust.
You can tell someone something that is entirely true and still get no movement.
Because the other person does not trust you.
Or does not trust the solution.
Or does not trust the situation.
Or does not trust himself to make the right choice.
I learned that among other places at a barbecue.
I thought my expertise would earn appreciation by itself.
My brother-in-law showed me it worked differently.
I was right.
But being right was not the same as making a connection.
That was an important lesson.
Trust does not arise because you tell people you are an expert.
It arises because someone experiences that he can rely on you.
Urgency
The third:
Urgency.
Even when someone considers something important and trusts you, he can wait.
“Next year.”
“After the holidays.”
“When things are quieter.”
“Let us have a look first.”
There may be a good reason for that.
Because if nothing changes tomorrow when you do nothing today, why would you decide today?
So urgency is not the same as pressure.
A deadline you invent is not automatically the heat the other person feels.
Real urgency arises when today becomes different from tomorrow.
And then came the fourth match
This was perhaps the most painful discovery.
Because when something does not work, we usually do the same thing:
We add something.
Another attempt.
Another phone call.
Another presentation.
Another quote.
The first three matches are about the fire.
The fourth is about you.
At that moment you are no longer only trying to solve the problem.
You are trying to prove that you can solve it.
I have done it myself.
More than once.
I called a customer four times.
I rewrote quotes.
I gave more explanation.
More figures.
More arguments.
More…
…matches.
Until I understood that the fourth attempt is sometimes no longer for the fire.
It is for yourself.
The diagnosis
That brought me to the most important question of Part I.
Not:
How do I convince someone?
But:
Where is the fire missing?
That is a completely different way of looking.
Because the moment you ask that question, the person opposite you changes.
He is no longer the customer who does not want to.
Not the employee who resists.
Not the entrepreneur who does not use the scheme.
Not the child who does not listen.
He becomes someone whose behaviour you still have to understand.
That is a big difference
Because once you know what is missing, you can act differently.
Is the stake missing?
Then you cannot explain harder.
There may be nothing to repair.
Is trust missing?
Then a new brochure may be exactly the wrong answer.
Is urgency missing?
Then an extra argument may not help at all.
The same words.
The same behaviour.
But a completely different cause.
And therefore a completely different next step.
But that does not get you there yet
And that is exactly why Part I ends here.
Because a diagnosis is valuable.
But a diagnosis is not yet a treatment.
You will soon be able to hear in a conversation that someone has no trust.
You will be able to recognise that an entrepreneur feels no urgency.
You will be able to see that an employee does not experience the stake.
But then there you are.
With a correct diagnosis.
And perhaps still without an answer to the question:
What do I do now?
That is the next step.
THE TRANSITION
Up to here we have mostly been discovering.
We have looked at what happens when people do not move.
We have looked at our own assumptions.
We have counted the matches.
We have seen that working harder is not always progress.
And we have learned to look at three conditions:
Stake.
Trust.
Urgency.
But from here the nature of the book changes.
Because once you can see what is missing, you have to learn how to deal with it.
Not by manipulating people.
Not by looking for a better technique after all.
And not by telling the other person what he ought to feel.
But by creating an environment in which what is missing can arise.
That is where Part II begins.
PART II
The Fire Path
“Whoever learns to look at circumstances stops passing judgement on people.”
The fire may not be there yet.
That is not a problem.
A fire does not arise by being ordered to.
You cannot say to a log:
“Come on. Burn.”
Nor can you say to a customer:
“You have to feel urgency now.”
And you cannot command an employee:
“Trust me.”
That is not how it works.
What you can do is change the circumstances.
You can look at what someone sees.
At what someone experiences.
At what is holding him back.
At what he is missing.
And then design the environment so that room appears for a decision.
That is a different trade.
From diagnosis to design
So Part II is no longer only about the question:
“What is missing?”
The question becomes:
“How do you design the circumstances in which the fire can catch?”
That goes further than sales.
It is about conversations.
About organisations.
About leadership.
About change.
About policy.
About collaboration.
About the way we try to move people.
Because again and again the same thing turns out to be true.
A human being is not simply part of a decision.
The environment in which he has to make that decision plays its part.
Sometimes that environment helps.
Sometimes it makes it almost impossible.
The wrong question
This is perhaps the greatest shift you should take with you out of Part I.
When someone does not do what you expect, from now on you no longer automatically ask:
“What is wrong with him?”
You ask:
“What is missing in the environment in which he has to decide?”
That is not a soft question.
It is a confronting one.
Because the moment you ask it, you are part of the investigation yourself again.
Perhaps you designed something wrongly.
Perhaps the fault is in the process.
Perhaps you are rewarding the wrong behaviour.
Perhaps you are asking someone to do something before he has a reason of his own.
Perhaps you are making it more complicated than it needs to be.
And perhaps…
…you have to change the design.
The next step
So from Part II we go a layer deeper.
We are going to look at the path someone travels before he actually moves.
Where does a decision begin?
What makes something important?
How does trust grow?
When does waiting suddenly stop being an option?
Why does pressure sometimes work, but almost never last?
How do you design a conversation in which someone starts looking for himself?
And what happens when an entire organisation operates from a faulty design?
Those are the questions that come next.
Not to teach you how to play people. Because that I could teach you easily.
But to understand better how decisions really come about.
Once you understand that, you are master of every conversation.
End of Part I
Up to here we have discovered
That people are not by definition the problem.
That behaviour is often logical from within the reality of the person showing it.
That a good solution is no guarantee of a decision.
That more matches do not make a fire when a condition is missing.
And that sometimes you only really move forward when you stop pushing.
From here we are going to understand.
No longer only what is missing.
But why.
And above all:
What you can do when you see it.
Welcome to the Fire Path.
The silence at the end
Now comes the part where I want something from you.
I am not going to hide it behind a graceful ending, because you have just read seven chapters about people who do exactly that.
So let me simply say it.
There is a sequel. Three parts, twenty-four chapters. And it costs money.
• • •
Now look at what I am not going to do.
I am not going to tell you this is a unique opportunity.
I am not going to say the price is about to go up.
I am not going to ask you to decide today.
That would be asking for the last step, and by now you know how I feel about that.
Instead I am going to walk you through the three conditions out loud. Exactly as I would walk through them in a conversation.
Follow along. Then you have your first exercise straight away.
Stake
What do you have to lose if you stop here?
Not: what fine thing are you missing out on. That is the question salespeople ask and it rarely works.
You now have a diagnosis and no treatment.
That is not neutral. That is more uncomfortable than knowing nothing.
From next week you will be sitting in conversations in which you hear what is missing. You will hear the entrepreneur say he is going to wait a while and you will know it is not about money. You will hear your colleague say it is a good plan and you will know nothing is going to happen.
And you will be able to do nothing with it.
Trust
This I cannot ask of you. It says so literally in this book.
What I can do is remind you of what you have already seen.
You have had seven chapters. In them I told you that I asked the wrong question for twenty years, that I called a customer four times until he stopped picking up, and that my brother-in-law had to explain to me on a sofa why nobody had thanked me for the barbecue.
Those are not stories you tell to impress anyone.
By now you know whether this holds up. You do not need me for that.
Urgency
And here I am going to disappoint you.
There is no offer expiring on Friday. There is no discount disappearing. There are no hundred copies.
That would be heat I make myself, and that kind works exactly as long as you believe me.
The real urgency is not with me.
It is in your diary.
Somewhere this month you will be in a conversation that stalls. A customer, a team, an application, a child. That conversation is coming either way.
The only question is whether by then you know the order or not.
The spark
And then the first step. It has to be small. Far smaller than you think.
You have just read that, and it applies here too.
So I am not asking you for anything large.
Do the test from chapter 6. Take one matter that has been running too long and count how often you have tried.
Are you on four or higher? Then you know enough.
• • •
And then I keep my mouth shut.
That is not modesty and it is not meant as good manners.
It is the only thing that works.
Because if I gave you another argument now, I would be giving you something to react to. And reacting is easier than deciding.
So this is it. The conditions are in place. The first step is small enough.

The rest is up to you.
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