THE DEMAND

CONTROL
PLAYBOOK

e

ROBERT BUTT



THE DEMAND CONTROL
PLAYBOOK

Why Marketing Fails and What Actually Fixes It

ROBERT BUTT
Third Edition



PART I: THE LIE




2 ROBERT BUTT

Chapter 1: The Lie You’ve Been Told

OU’VE BEEN TOLD you need more leads.
More trafhc. More impressions. More top-of-funnel
volume.

This is the default answer to almost every growth problem.
Results declining? Generate more demand. Close rates drop-
ping? Get more at-bats. Revenue flat? Pour more into the top of
the funnel.

It sounds logical.

It’s also wrong,.

We diagnosed 600 home services businesses over the past
two years. Plumbers. Roofers. HVAC contractors. Solar in-
stallers. Painters. General contractors. Businesses that had been
operating for years, spending money on marketing, generating
leads, closing deals.

Not one of them had a demand problem.

Every single one had demand leakage they couldn’t see.

$134 million in lost revenue. Average of $223,000 per busi-
ness. And none of it—not a dollar—showed up in their market-
ing analytics.

These weren't failing businesses. They were successful busi-
nesses bleeding money in places their tools couldn’t detect.

Here’s what we’ve learned:

Demand is rarely the limiting factor in established markets.
What fails is conversion inside the decision process.

The people who would have bought from you—the ones
who entered the category, looked around, and started evaluating
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options—most of them don’t convert. Not because demand was
missing. Because something else broke.

They didn’t see you at the right time. They saw you but didn’t
trust you. They trusted you but couldn’t justify choosing you.
They intended to choose you but stalled.

These aren’t marketing failures. They’re decision failures.

And marketing can’t see them.

The Invisible Majority
MARKETING ONLY SEES what it touches.

It sees traffic. Clicks. Forms. Calls. Conversions.

It does not see who entered the category but never found
you. Who found you but didn’t believe you. Who believed you
but compared anyway. Who intended to act but didn’t.

Those failures leave no trace in your analytics.

Think about that for a moment. Your dashboard shows you
conversions—the people who made it all the way through. It
shows you drop-offs at each stage of your funnel. But it cannot
show you the people who never entered your funnel at all. The
ones who were in the market, actively looking, ready to buy—but
never encountered you in a meaningful way.

What cannot be seen is assumed not to exist.

So businesses keep asking the same question: How do we get
more leads?

And now the invisible majority has gotten larger.

In 2026, a new layer of invisibility emerged. Al-powered
discovery—ChatGPT, Gemini, Perplexity, Google’s Al
Mode—fundamentally changed how buyers find local business-
es. Instead of scrolling through pages of results and choosing
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from dozens of options, consumers increasingly receive a small
set of personalized recommendations. Sometimes just one.

Research from SOCi’s 2026 Local Visibility Index found
that only 1.2% of business locations are recommended by Chat-
GPT. Gemini recommends 11%. Perplexity, 7.4%. By compar-
ison, businesses appear in Google’s traditional 3-Pack 35.9% of
the time.

Al platforms are 3 to 30 times more selective than tradition-
al search.

In Al-driven local discovery, there is no page two. A business
is either recommended or invisible.

This matters enormously for the businesses we diagnose. The
invisible majority—the buyers who entered the category but
never found you—just became the invisible supermajority. Al
didn’t create the problem. It compressed it. The same leakage
that was already costing you six figures is now amplified by a sys-
tem that decides who gets seen before the buyer even starts eval-
uating.

And your analytics still can’t see it.

The Lead Fallacy
WHEN OUTCOMES DECLINE, marketing reflexively asks:

How do we get more leads? How do we drive more trafic? How
do we increase top-of-funnel volume?

This works temporarily. Which is exactly why the fallacy sur-
vives.

More demand enters the system. Revenue ticks up. The mar-
keting team celebrates. The approach is validated.

But here’s what actually happens beneath the surface:
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More demand is poured into a leaky system. The leaks don’t
shrink—they scale. Costs rise faster than revenue. Complexity
increases. Each new channel adds overhead without addressing
the underlying loss.

Eventually, more leads produce less certainty. Not more
growth.

The business hits a ceiling. Not because demand ran out, but
because the system can’t convert what it already has.

Behavioral economists have spent decades studying how hu-
mans make decisions. One of the most important findings is
what researchers call “coherent arbitrariness.”

Here’s the idea: once we anchor to a number—any num-
ber—all of our subsequent decisions become coherent relative to
that anchor. The anchor itself might be completely arbitrary. But
once it’s set, we reason forward from it as if it were true.

In one famous experiment, researchers had participants
write down the last two digits of their Social Security number
before bidding on items in an auction. The numbers were ran-
dom—completely unrelated to the items being sold. But partic-
ipants with higher Social Security digits consistently bid higher
prices. The arbitrary anchor shaped their willingness to pay.

Now think about marketing.

At some point, someone told you the problem was insuffi-
cient demand. Maybe it was an agency. Maybe it was a consul-
tant. Maybe it was a blog post or a conference speaker or a com-
petitor who seemed to be growing faster.

That was your anchor.

And every decision since then has been coherent relative to
that anchor. More ads. Bigger budgets. New channels. Better tar-
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geting. You've optimized and iterated and improved—all in ser-
vice of generating more demand.

But the anchor itself was wrong.

The problem was never demand. The problem was leakage.
And you've spent years optimizing the wrong variable.

The IKEA Effect
THERE’S ANOTHER FORCE keeping businesses anchored

to the wrong variable.

Researchers at Harvard and Duke discovered what they
called the IKEA Effect. When people build something them-
selves—even if they build it poorly—they value it more than an
objectively superior version built by someone else.

In experiments, participants who assembled simple IKEA
boxes valued them significantly higher than identical pre-assem-
bled boxes. The labor created attachment. The effort created per-
ceived value.

Now think about your marketing.

You built it. You or your team assembled the campaigns,
designed the funnels, chose the channels. You've invested time,
money, and emotional energy.

That investment creates attachment. Not because what you
built is working—Dbut because you built it.

The IKEA Effect makes it harder to see that the system is
broken. It makes it harder to accept that the approach needs to
change. It creates a bias toward defending what exists rather than
questioning whether it should.

This is why outside diagnosis matters. Not because outsiders
are smarter. Because they didn’t build the system. They don’t
have the attachment. They can see what the builder can’t.
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The Real Constraint
THE TRUE CONSTRAINT is not demand creation.

It is demand governance.

Specifically: When buyers enter the category. How they eval-
uate credibility. Why they compare alternatives. Where intent
fails to become action.

Marketing activity influences these outcomes indirectly at
best. Blindly at worst.

Think about what marketing actually controls. It controls
the message. The creative. The targeting. The placement. The
budget. These are important inputs. But they are not the same as
controlling how a buyer decides.

A buyer’s decision process has its own structure. It doesn’t
care about your campaign calendar or your attribution model.
It moves according to its own logic—through stages of aware-
ness, evaluation, comparison, and action. Each transition is frag-
ile. Each one can break.

Marketing can influence what enters this system. It cannot
govern what happens inside it.

That’s not a criticism of marketing. It’s a recognition of what
marketing is designed to do—and what it isn’t.

The Implication
IF DEMAND LOSS OCCURS inside the decision

process—not before it—then: Creating more demand is not the
solution. Optimizing channels is insufficient. Conversion tweaks
are downstream reactions.

What is required is control at the decision layer itself.

This is not marketing.



8 ROBERT BUTT

This is governance.

Marketing pours water into the system. Governance deter-
mines how much of that water reaches the end.

Until you govern the decision layer, you are paying full price
for partial results. Every ad dollar, every campaign, every lead—a
percentage of it leaks out through cracks you cannot see. The
more you spend, the more you leak.

The math never improves. It just scales.

The lie you've been told is that growth requires more de-
mand.

The truth is that most businesses are drowning in demand
they can’t convert—and spending more money to stay in the
same place.

Until demand is treated as a flow that must be gov-
erned—not a volume that must be increased—marketing will
continue to feel expensive, fragile, and reactive.

Because it is.

The question isn’t whether your demand is leaking.

It’s where.
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Chapter 2: Why Marketing Feels Harder
Than It Should

RISING COSTS. Shorter attention spans. Lower close rates de-
spite more activity.

These are the symptoms everyone talks about. And everyone
assumes they’re marketing problems.

They’re not.

They’re control problems.

Here’s what’s actually happening:

Ad costs rise because platforms charge what the market will
bear—and the market keeps paying. Businesses have no other
lever to pull. They can’t control decisions, so they buy more im-
pressions. The platforms know this. They price accordingly.

Attention spans shrink because competition for visibility in-
creases—and without differentiation at the decision layer, every-
one looks the same. It’s not that buyers have become incapable of
focus. It’s that nothing earns their focus.

Close rates drop because buyers have more options, more in-
formation, and less patience—and nothing in the typical mar-
keting stack addresses decision friction. The friction isn’t in your
sales process. It’s in the buyer’s head.

More activity doesn’t solve this. It amplifies it.

And now there’s a new force compressing all three symptoms
simultaneously.

Al-powered discovery doesnt present consumers with
dozens of options to evaluate. It synthesizes information from
multiple sources and delivers a small set of recommendations de-
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signed to answer the user’s specific intent. In many cases, only
one or two businesses are highlighted.

This means the traditional levers—ranking higher, bidding
more, generating more impressions—don’t just cost more. They
matter less. The game has shifted from competing for position
on a results page to earning selection by an intermediary that de-
cides who gets seen at all.

The businesses that feel this most acutely are the ones that
were already struggling with the control gap. Al didn’t create a
new problem. It made the existing problem more expensive and
less forgiving.

The Hot State Problem
BEHAVIORAL SCIENTISTS ran an experiment that every

marketer should know about.

They asked college students to predict how they would be-
have in sexually aroused states—whether they'd engage in risky
behavior, whether they'd be more aggressive, whether theyd
make decisions theyd later regret. The students, answering in a
calm and rational state, predicted they'd stay in control. They
were confident in their self-knowledge.

Then the researchers had them answer the same questions
while actually aroused.

The results weren’t close. In a state of arousal, students pre-
dicted they'd behave in ways they would have found unthinkable
just minutes earlier. Their willingness to take risks more than
doubled. Their moral boundaries shifted dramatically.

The insight isn’t about sex. It’s about the gap between cold-
state planning and hot-state deciding.
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Marketers plan campaigns in cold states. They sit in con-
ference rooms, analyze data, build funnels, and design customer
journeys. Everything is logical. The buyer will see the ad, click
through, evaluate the offer, and convert.

But buyers don’t decide in cold states.

They decide when they’re frustrated with a current provider.
When something breaks at an inconvenient time. When they’re
embarrassed that their neighbor’s yard looks better than theirs.
When their spouse has been complaining about the old windows
for three years and they finally snap.

These are hot states. Emotional states. States where logic
takes a back seat and the brain is looking for the fastest path to
resolution.

Your beautifully designed funnel was built for a rational buy-
er navigating a predictable journey. The actual buyer is annoyed,
impatient, and trying to solve a problem before their next meet-
ing.

The mismatch is structural. Your planning assumptions and
your buyer’s reality don’t align. They can’t align—because you're
designing for one state and they’re deciding in another.

And here’s what makes this worse in 2026: the hot-state buy-
er now has a shortcut. Instead of Googling and scrolling and
comparing, they ask an Al assistant. “Who's the best plumber
near me?” The Al gives them one answer. Maybe two. The buyer
acts on it immediately—Dbecause they’re in a hot state and the Al
eliminated the friction of choosing.

If you're the answer the Al gives, you just captured a high-
intent buyer with zero acquisition cost. If you're not the answer,
you never existed. The buyer didn’t scroll past you. They didn’t
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evaluate and reject you. You simply weren’t presented as an op-
tion.

The hot-state buyer who would have found you through ef-
fort now finds someone else through Al—and the entire deci-
sion happens in seconds.

The Procrastination Principle

HERE’S ANOTHER PATTERN from behavioral economics
that maps directly onto buyer behavior.

Researchers studied procrastination by giving students three
options for paper deadlines. Some students got strict, evenly-
spaced deadlines set by the professor. Some got to choose their
own deadlines. Some got a single deadline at the end of the se-
mester—maximum flexibility.

The students with maximum flexibility performed worst.
Not by a little. By a lot.

Without external structure, people consistently fail to act in
their own interest. They know what they should do. They intend
to do it. But the gap between intention and action is vast—and
without something to close that gap, the action doesn’t happen.

Now think about your buyers.

They know they need to replace the HVAC system. They’ve
been meaning to call someone about the roof. They’re aware that
the plumbing situation isn’t getting better on its own.

They intend to act. They just... don’t.

Not because they forgot. Not because the need went away.
Because nothing in their environment closes the gap between in-
tention and action. No deadline. No forcing function. No struc-
ture.
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Fifteen percent of the businesses we diagnosed had this exact
pattern: buyers who intended to choose them, then simply didn’t
act. The intent was real. The action never materialized.

Marketing cannot see this. It can’t even conceive of it. Mar-
keting measures action. It has no metric for intent that evapo-
rates.

The Stories We Tell OQurselves
THERE’S A REASON BUSINESSES keep doing what doesn’t

work.

Behavioral scientists spent years studying dishonesty—not
the dramatic kind, but the small, everyday kind. The rationaliza-
tions. The stories we tell ourselves to feel okay about decisions we
sense aren’t quite right.

They found that people don’t lie to themselves in one dra-
matic moment. They fudge. A little at a time. Small rationaliza-
tions that accumulate.

“The leads weren’t that good this month.”

“The market is just harder right now.”

“We need to give the campaign more time.”

Each explanation is plausible. Each one lets you continue
without confronting the underlying problem. Each one is a small
fudge that prevents a hard truth from becoming visible.

The exhaustion cycle persists partly because the alterna-
tive—admitting the system is fundamentally broken—requires
abandoning years of rationalization.

It’s not that business owners are dishonest. It’s that human
beings are remarkably good at constructing narratives that pro-
tect them from uncomfortable conclusions.
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Your dashboard shows you numbers. But the story you tell
about those numbers? That’s where the fudge factor lives.

The Metrics That Mislead
YOUR DASHBOARD IS FULL of numbers. Impressions.

Clicks. Conversions. Cost per lead. Return on ad spend.

Every one of these metrics measures what happened. None
of them explain why.

Consider a simple scenario: your cost per lead increased by
20% this quarter. What does that tell you?

Maybe competition increased. Maybe your creative got stale.
Maybe the platform’s algorithm changed. Maybe your audience
got saturated. Maybe your landing page is slower than it used to
be. Maybe the economy shifted and buyers got more cautious.

Any of these explanations is plausible. None of them is
knowable from the metric itself. The number went up. The rea-

son is a guess.

The Control Gap
HERE’S THE CORE ISSUE:

There is a gap between what marketing can influence and
what determines whether a buyer converts.

Marketing can influence visibility. It can influence initial im-
pressions. It can influence which information the buyer encoun-
ters first.

But it cannot influence: How the buyer frames the problem
in their own mind. What reference points they use for compar-
ison. Whether they feel confident enough to decide. Whether
they act on their intent or let it fade.
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These are the factors that actually determine conversion.
And they exist entirely outside marketing’s field of view.

This is the control gap. Marketing operates on one side of it.
The buyer’s decision operates on the other. And the gap is where
your revenue disappears.

Al has widened this gap considerably.

In traditional search, marketing could at least influence the
environment where decisions happened. You could optimize
your Google Business Profile, manage your review responses,
write compelling ad copy. You had some control over how you
appeared when buyers were looking.

Al intermediaries now sit between your marketing and the
buyer’s decision. They evaluate you across multiple platforms si-
multaneously—your website, your Google Maps data, your Yelp
presence, your Facebook profile—and synthesize all of it into a
single recommendation. Or not.

When signals are inconsistent, incomplete, or contradictory
across these platforms, Al confidence drops. Locations with
strong Google rankings but weaker presence on Yelp, Facebook,
or their own websites frequently lose visibility in Al recommen-
dations entirely. The control gap isn’t just about what marketing
can’t see. It’s about what an Al intermediary decides to filter out
before the buyer ever gets involved.

The Exhaustion Cycle
THIS IS WHY MARKETING feels harder than it should.

You're working hard. Your team is executing. The campaigns
are running. The budget is being spent.
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And yet, the results feel fragile. A good month is followed by
abad month. A campaign that worked stops working. A channel
that delivered starts declining.

Nothing seems stable. Nothing seems predictable. Every win
feels temporary, and every loss feels like a mystery.

This is the exhaustion cycle. It happens when you're optimiz-
ing inside a system you don’t control.

The solution isn’t working harder.

The solution isn’t even working smarter, in the way that
phrase is usually meant.

The solution is seeing clearly.

Seeing where demand breaks. Understanding why it breaks
there. And then installing control at those specific points.

That’s the shift.

And once you see it, you can’t unsee it.
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Chapter 3: Demand Is a Flow, Not a
Funnel

ARKETING THINKS IN funnels.
M Demand doesn’t behave like one.

Funnels imply linear progression. Predictable drop-off. In-
put-output proportionality. They suggest that if you pour more
in the top, more comes out the bottom.

This is a measurement artifact. Not reality.

Demand behaves as a flow through a decision system. It’s
non-linear. Contextual. Interruptible. Highly sensitive to timing
and perception.

Funnels describe what happened. They don’t describe why.
And they start after the most important decisions have already

begun.

How Decisions Actually Form

DEMAND MOVES THROUGH a decision system whether
marketing acknowledges it or not.

This system has structure. It’s not random. Buyers don’t wake
up one morning and spontaneously call a contractor. There’s
a process—sometimes compressed into hours, sometimes
stretched across months—that shapes which options they con-
sider, how they evaluate them, and whether they act.

Stage 1: Category Entry

I might need this.”

Something happens. A trigger. The air conditioner stops
working in July. A neighbor mentions their new fence. A spouse
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points out the crack in the driveway for the fifth time. An insur-
ance company sends a letter about the roof.

The buyer recognizes a problem. They enter a category. They
begin to orient.

This is the most important stage, and most marketing never
sees it.

In 2026, how the buyer orients has fundamentally changed.
Increasingly, the first thing they do is ask an Al assistant. Not
search Google. Not ask a friend. They type a natural-language
question into ChatGPT or Gemini or Perplexity. And the Al re-
turns a curated answer—not a list of options to explore, but a
recommendation.

SOCi’s research found that when Al platforms generate lo-
cal recommendations, they rely on a specific set of sources:
Google Maps data accounts for 32.5% of citations, niche review
sites 26.3%, brand websites 23.1%, Yelp 10.5%, and Facebook
7.6%. The sources haven’t changed. What changed is that an Al
intermediary now decides which businesses those sources sup-
port—and presents only a handful.

Category entry used to be a moment where buyers started
looking around. Now it’s a moment where an algorithm decides
who they see.

Stage 2: Evaluation

“Who can I trust?”

The buyer starts researching. They Google. They ask friends.
They check reviews. They visit websites.

They’re not comparing options yet—not really. They’re fil-
tering. Trying to figure out who’s credible and who isn’t.

Trust doesn’t build gradually here. It forms rapidly or not at
all.
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Al has compressed this stage almost to nothing. Traditional
search returns a page of results and lets the buyer evaluate cred-
ibility through their own judgment—reading reviews, scanning
websites, checking credentials. Al platforms pre-evaluate credi-
bility for the buyer. They apply sentiment thresholds, cross-ref-
erence data accuracy, and filter for consistency across platforms.
The evaluation happens before the buyer sees anything.

SOC;i’s data shows that businesses recommended by Al con-
sistently maintain ratings above 4 stars—averaging 4.3 on Chat-
GPT, 3.9 on Gemini, and 4.1 on Perplexity. In traditional search,
a business with a 3.5-star rating can still rank prominently. In Al
that same rating functions not as a ranking signal but as a dis-
qualifier. Reviews and ratings have shifted from a factor that im-
proves position to a filter for inclusion.

If the AI doesn’t trust you, the buyer never gets the chance
to.

Stage 3: Comparison

“Who should I choose?”

Now the buyer compares. They request quotes. They talk to
multiple providers. They weigh options.

This is where most businesses think the competition hap-
pens. They’re wrong,.

If the buyer is actively comparing multiple options, some-
thing has already failed. The earlier stages didn’t produce enough
clarity, enough confidence, enough justification to choose with-
out shopping around.

Comparison is not inevitable. It’s a symptom.

What Al has done to the comparison stage is remarkable. It
has largely eliminated it—for the businesses it recommends.
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When a buyer asks ChatGPT “Which shoe store near me
has good options for running shoes for people with narrow feet
and high arches?” the AI doesn’t return a list of ten stores to
compare. It returns one or two. It explains why those specific
stores match the buyer’s specific need. The comparison is over
before it started.

Al responds to highly specific, conversational queries that
reflect real-world needs. Generic profiles, thin local landing
pages, and vague service descriptions limit a brand’s ability to
match that nuanced intent. Even well-known businesses can be
filtered out if Al cannot confidently determine why a particular
location is a good fit for a specific need.

For the business that gets recommended, the comparison
stage vanishes. For every other business, the comparison stage
never begins—because they were never presented as an option.

Stage 4: Action

“Now or later?”

The buyer has decided. Maybe not consciously, maybe not
completely, but they’ve arrived at a preference. They intend to
move forward.

This should be the easy part. It isn’t.

Intent is fragile. Easily interrupted. Highly sensitive to fric-
tion.

And AT has introduced a new category of friction at exactly
this stage: bad data.

SOC:i’s research found that business contact information on
ChatGPT and Perplexity is only about 68% accurate. Wrong
addresses. Wrong phone numbers. Wrong operating hours. The
Al recommended the right business—and then gave the buyer
wrong information about how to reach it.
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Think about what happens. A buyer in a hot state asks Al for
help. The Al gives them a clear recommendation. They’re ready
to act. They call the number. It’s wrong. They drive to the ad-
dress. It’s closed. The intent doesn’t just fade—it shatters against
inaccurate data.

These errors don’t just frustrate consumers. They break the
path to conversion. The Al did its job. The data didn’t.

Fifteen percent of the businesses we diagnosed had the in-
tent-to-action failure pattern before Al entered the picture. That
percentage is only going to grow as Al recommendations scale
with inaccurate location data.

The Relativity Trap
RESEARCHERS DEMONSTRATED something important

about how humans evaluate options: we don’t evaluate in ab-
solute terms. We evaluate relative to what’s in front of us.

In one experiment, people were offered a choice between a
trip to Paris (with free breakfast) and a trip to Rome (with free
breakfast). The choice was difficult—Paris and Rome are both
appealing, and without a clear basis for comparison, people split
fairly evenly.

Then a third option was added: a trip to Paris without free
breakfast.

Suddenly, the Paris with free breakfast option dominated.
Not because it got better—it was identical to before. But now
there was a comparison point that made it look clearly superior
to something.

The irrelevant option changed the decision.

Now think about your buyer.
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They don’t evaluate you in a vacuum. They evaluate you rel-
ative to whatever they encountered first. Whatever they saw be-
fore you. Whatever frame was established before you entered
their awareness.

If they encountered a competitor who set a price anchor,
youre being evaluated relative to that anchor. If they read an ar-
ticle that framed the problem in a specific way, your solution is
being evaluated against that frame.

You don’t control these reference points. You probably don’t
even know they exist.

But they’re shaping the decision.

Al has changed relativity in an important way. When the
Al presents one or two options, the comparison frame collapses.
There is no Paris-without-breakfast to make your option look
better. There’s just the Al's recommendation, standing alone. The
buyer evaluates it against their need—not against alternatives.

This is extraordinarily powerful for the business that gets rec-
ommended. And devastating for every business that doesn’t.

Herding and Default Choices
HERE'S ANOTHER PATTERN that explains buyer behavior

better than any funnel.

Psychologists describe what they call “herding”—the ten-
dency to assume something is good or bad based on other peo-
ple’s behavior.

You're walking past a restaurant. Two people are standing in
line outside. You think: “This must be a good restaurant—peo-
ple are waiting.” So you join the line. A third person walks by,
sees three people in line, and thinks: “This must be a great restau-
rant.” They join too.
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Each person’s decision to join makes the next person more
likely to join. The line builds on itself. And it might have nothing
to do with the quality of the food.

Now think about your buyer in the category entry stage.

They’re orienting. They don’t know what’s good or bad yet.
They’re looking for signals.

If they see evidence that other people chose a particular op-
tion—reviews, testimonials, visible projects in the neighbor-
hood, a friends recommendation—that option gains weight.
Not because they evaluated it. Because they saw social proof be-
fore they started evaluating.

The herd moves toward what looks like a herd already exists.

This creates default choices. Options that buyers select not
because they actively decided, but because the decision felt al-
ready made.

Al is now the most powerful herding mechanism in local
discovery. When an Al assistant recommends a business, it car-
ries the implicit authority of the platform itself. The buyer
doesn’t see it as one person’s opinion or one data source. They
see it as the answer. The Al has already done the herding for
them—synthesizing reviews, ratings, data accuracy, and rele-
vance into a single confident recommendation.

The default choice is no longer shaped by who has the most
visible yard signs in the neighborhood. It’s shaped by which busi-

ness an algorithm trusts enough to recommend.

Why Trust Forms in Seconds—Or Doesn’t
MOST BUSINESSES THINK trust builds gradually. It

doesn’t.
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Trust forms rapidly—often within seconds—based on sig-
nals the buyer encounters before any real evaluation begins.

In one of the most famous experiments in social psychology,
researchers showed that 75% of people will give obviously wrong
answers just to conform to the group around them.

Participants were shown lines of clearly different lengths and
asked which matched a reference line. The correct answer was
obvious. But when everyone else in the room confidently stated
the wrong answer, three-quarters of participants went along with
the crowd.

They didn’t think the crowd was right. They just didn’t trust
their own judgment enough to contradict it.

This is the mechanism behind trust formation. Buyers aren’t
evaluating your credentials objectively. They’re looking for sig-
nals that tell them what everyone else thinks.

Researchers tested this with hotel towel reuse. When the
sign said “Help save the environment,” reuse was modest. When
it said “The majority of guests who stayed in this room reused
their towels,” reuse jumped 33%.

Same request. Same towels. Same environmental benefit. But
specificity and similarity changed behavior dramatically.

Your testimonials are probably too generic. “Great service!”
doesn’t build trust. “As a first-time homeowner in [neighbor-
hood], T was nervous about choosing a roofer. [Company]
showed up when they said they would, explained everything
clearly, and the price was exactly what they quoted” builds trust.

The buyer needs to see themselves in the social proof. The
more specific, the more similar, the more powerful.

There’s another mechanism at work here that behavioral
economists call the “identifiable victim effect.”
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Stalin reportedly said: “The death of a single Russian soldier
is a tragedy. A million deaths is a statistic.”

He was describing a psychological reality. When researchers
tested charitable giving, donations to help “Rokia, a 7-year-old
girl from Mali” dramatically outperformed donations to help
“millions of children facing food insecurity in Africa.”

Concrete beats abstract. Specific beats general. A story about
one person beats statistics about thousands.

If your website says “Serving over 500 satisfied customers,’
you're using a statistic. If it tells the story of how you helped the
Martinez family after their basement flooded on Christmas Eve,
you're creating trust.

Trust doesn’t build gradually through accumulated evidence.
It crystallizes rapidly through specific, concrete, similar signals
that tell the buyer: “People like you chose this option. It worked
out well”

When those signals are missing—or generic—trust doesn’t
form. And the buyer moves to comparison shopping.

AT has raised the trust threshold even further. Because Al
platforms cross-reference sentiment across multiple sources, a
business needs consistent trust signals everywhere—not just on
Google. SOCi’s research found that fewer than half of the brands
leading in traditional local search also appear among the top Al
recommendations. The overlap between Google dominance and
Al visibility is only 45% in retail. Brands with strong Google
rankings but weaker presence on Yelp, Facebook, or their own
websites lose Al visibility because the trust signal is inconsistent
across the ecosystem.
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In traditional search, you could compensate for weakness on
one platform with strength on another. In Al, inconsistency it-

self is the disqualifier.

The Adaptation Trap

THERE'S ANOTHER FORCE at work in the decision flow.
One that explains why problems persist long after they should
have been fixed.

Psychologists studied adaptation—how humans adjust to
new conditions and stop noticing them.

In one set of studies, people who experienced a significant
life change—positive or negative—eventually returned to
roughly the same level of happiness they had before. Lottery
winners weren’t permanently happier. Accident victims weren’t
permanently miserable. People adapted.

The same thing happens with business problems.

When demand first starts leaking, you notice. Something
feels wrong. Results are off. The numbers don’t match expecta-
tions.

But over time, you adapt. The subpar results become the new
normal. The leakage becomes ‘just how things work. You stop
seeing it as a problem and start seeing it as reality.

This is why businesses can operate for years with significant
demand leakage and never address it. They’ve adapted. The pain
has faded. What was once alarming has become background
noise.

The businesses in our diagnostic often said things like: “We
always knew something wasn’t right” They sensed the problem.
They'd just stopped feeling it urgently enough to act.
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Adaptation is why diagnosis requires measurement, not in-
tuition. Your intuition has adapted to the dysfunction. The num-
bers haven’t.
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Chapter 4: Where Demand Breaks

DEMAND DOESN’T FAIL randomly.

It fails predictably.

At the boundaries between decision stages.

This is the insight that changes everything.

Marketing measures stages. It tracks how many people en-
tered awareness, how many moved to consideration, how many
reached intent, how many converted.

But the failures don’t happen inside the stages. They happen
at the transitions between them.

The Patterns We Found

WHEN WE DIAGNOSED 600 businesses, we weren’t looking
for random problems. We were looking for patterns.

We found them.

Eighty-five percent of diagnosed businesses fell into just
three patterns. The problem wasn’t chaos. It was undiagnosed
structure.

Some businesses are invisible when decisions are being made.
The demand exists. Buyers are entering the category. They’re ori-
enting, looking around, starting to form impressions. But the
business isn’t present in that window.

Some businesses are seen but don’t earn trust. The buyer en-
counters them. Visits the website. Sees the reviews. Maybe even
calls. But trust doesn’t form.

Some businesses are trusted but still compared. This is the
most expensive pattern we found. The buyer trusts the business.
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They believe it’s credible, capable, professional. They would be
comfortable hiring them. And they still shop around.

What we've observed since 2024 is that Al-powered discov-
ery has amplified each of these patterns. The same failure modes.
The same transitions. But the consequences are sharper and the
margins for error are thinner.

In traditional search, being invisible meant you were on page
two. A buyer who looked hard enough could still find you. In Al
being invisible means you don’t exist in the recommendation at
all. There is no page two.

In traditional search, weak trust signals meant you ranked
lower. In Al, weak trust signals mean you're excluded entirely.
The Al applies a sentiment threshold—below it, you're not just
ranked lower, you're filtered out.

In traditional search, comparison was inevitable because the
platform presented multiple options. In Al the platform decides
whether comparison happens at all—by presenting one option
or many.

The failure modes haven’t changed. The severity has.

Behavioral economists studied something relevant here.
They called it “keeping doors open.”

In experiments, participants were given a simple task: click
in rooms to earn money. Each room paid differently. The optimal
strategy was obvious—find the highest-paying room and stay
there.

But then the researchers added a twist. Doors to unvisited
rooms would start to shrink. If you didn’t click on them occa-
sionally, they'd disappear.

Participants went irrational. They ran from room to room,
clicking on doors to keep them open, even though this strategy
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carned them significantly less money. The compulsion to pre-
serve options overrode the logic of maximizing returns.

They would rather keep doors open than make more money.

Buyers do the same thing. Even when they trust a business,
even when they prefer it, they keep other doors open. They re-
quest additional quotes. They schedule more consultations. They
comparison shop—not because they need more information,
but because closing the door feels like loss.

But Al is closing those doors for them.

When a buyer asks an Al assistant for a recommendation
and receives one or two answers, the doors to every other busi-
ness are already closed. The buyer didn’t choose to close them.
The Al did. And the buyer doesn’t feel the loss—because they
never knew the other doors existed.

For the businesses that get recommended, this eliminates the
comparison trap entirely. For every other business, it eliminates
the opportunity to compete.

The Loss Aversion Multiplier

THE ‘KEEPING DOORS open’ behavior connects to some-
thing deeper.

Behavioral economists have documented that humans feel
losses roughly twice as powerfully as equivalent gains. Losing
$100 feels worse than gaining $100 feels good.

This asymmetry—loss aversion—shapes how buyers behave
at the comparison stage.

When a buyer can’t justify choosing, every option feels like
potential loss. Choosing you might mean losing the benefits of
the other options. Choosing someone else might mean losing the
benefits of you. Choosing anyone might mean overpaying.
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So they stall. They compare. They request more quotes. Not
to find the best option—to avoid feeling like they lost.

This is why comparison shopping feels so rational to buyers
even when it’s counterproductive. It’s not about optimization.
It’s about loss prevention.

And here’s the implication: justification isn’t about proving
youre the best. It’s about removing the feeling of loss from
choosing you.

When a buyer can explain why you're the right choice—not
just the best choice, but the right choice for them—the loss aver-
sion dissolves. They’re not giving something up. They’re getting
exactly what makes sense.

The businesses losing $300,000 at this transition aren’t los-
ing to better competitors. They’re losing to the buyer’s fear of
loss.

Al eliminates loss aversion for the businesses it recom-
mends—because the buyer never had to choose between op-
tions. The Al chose for them. But for businesses that aren’t rec-
ommended, there’s a new form of loss: you lose the buyer before
they ever felt loss aversion about you. You're not even part of the
equation they’re trying to solve.

The Endowment Effect
THERE’S ONE MORE BEHAVIORAL principle that ex-

plains why these breaks matter so much.

Researchers have documented what’s called the endowment
effect: we value what we already have more than what we might
get.

In experiments, people who were given a coffee mug de-
manded significantly more money to sell it than people who
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didn’t have the mug were willing to pay for it. Same mug. Differ-
ent valuation—based solely on ownership.

Now think about your buyer at the evaluation stage.

If they’ve already formed an impression of a competitor—if
that competitor is already in their mental consideration
set—that competitor has a kind of ownership. The buyer has
started to imagine working with them. They’ve begun to see that
future.

You're not competing on features. You're competing against
something the buyer already mentally owns.

Displacing an owned option is much harder than becoming
the first option. The buyer has to give something up. They have
to let go of a future they’ve already started to imagine.

This is why visibility at category entry matters so dispro-
portionately. The first credible option becomes mentally owned.
Everything else is evaluated against it—and starts at a disadvan-
tage.

When Al recommends a single business at category entry,
that business becomes mentally owned within seconds. The en-
dowment effect kicks in immediately. Now every alterna-
tive—even a better one—has to overcome the buyer’s attach-
ment to the option the Al already gave them.

Being the AT’s first recommendation isn’t just a visibility ad-
vantage. It’s a psychological one. The buyer mentally owns you
before they’ve even contacted you.

The Friction Audit
EVERY STEP IN YOUR process costs you money.
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Not just the obvious friction—the slow website, the con-
fusing contact form. The invisible friction. The decisions you're
forcing buyers to make before they can act.

Researchers at Harvard partnered with H&R Block to test
whether helping people fill out financial aid forms would in-
crease college enrollment. They split families into groups: some
received information about financial aid, some received that in-
formation plus help actually completing the forms.

Information alone did almost nothing. But when researchers
pre-filled the forms—when they reduced the friction—college
enrollment jumped dramatically.

Same families. Same financial aid. Same information. The
only difference was friction.

At Yale, researchers tested tetanus shot uptake. Some stu-
dents received detailed information about the dangers of
tetanus. Others received that information plus a campus map
with the health center circled, plus specific times when shots
were available.

The information-only group barely moved. The group with
specific instructions and a map got vaccinated at dramatically
higher rates.

They knew tetanus was dangerous. They intended to get vac-
cinated. But without concrete instructions that eliminated fric-
tion, intent didn’t become action.

The most dramatic example comes from organ donation. In
countries where organ donation is opt-in—where you have to ac-
tively check a box to become a donor—rates hover around 15%.
In countries where it’s opt-out—where you're a donor unless you
actively choose not to be—rates exceed 90%.
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Same decision. Same people. Same consequences. The only
difference is whether the default requires action or not.

Now audit your own process.

How many steps between “I want to contact this company”
and actually making contact?

How many decisions does the buyer have to make before
they can act?

What happens if they do nothing? Does inaction lead to fol-
low-up, or does their intent just fade?

And now add a new question to the audit: What happens
when the buyer gets your information from an Al assistant in-
stead of from your website?

If your phone number is wrong on ChatGPT, the friction
isn’t one extra step. It’s a dead end. If your hours are inaccurate on
Perplexity, the buyer shows up to a closed door. The AI created
the perfect low-friction path to action—and bad data destroyed
it.

SOC’s research found that business contact information on
ChatGPT and Perplexity is only about 68% accurate. Google’s
Gemini, grounded in Google Maps data, fares far better. But the
businesses that rely on Al recommendations to drive action are
exposed to a friction risk they’ve never had to manage before: da-
ta accuracy across platforms they don’t control.

There’s one more friction concept that matters: ego deple-
tion. Researchers found that making decisions depletes our men-
tal energy. After making several choices, we start accepting de-
faults—whatever requires the least additional thought.

Car dealerships tested this by varying the order of cus-
tomization questions. When complex questions came first, cus-
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tomers were exhausted by the time they reached later op-
tions—and accepted expensive defaults at much higher rates.

The implication for your business: if you're asking buyers to
make lots of decisions before the commitment point, you're de-
pleting the energy they need to actually commit.

Put the commitment decision early. Make it simple. Reduce
everything else to defaults.

Every step you add, every decision you force, every friction
point you leave in place—it’s not just inconvenient. It’s expen-

sive.
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Chapter 5: The Optimization Trap

‘ >: 7 HEN DEMAND UNDERPERFORMS, the default
response is optimization.

Teams ask: How do we improve conversion rates? How do
we get better leads? How do we lower cost per acquisition? How
do we improve follow-up?

These are not irrational questions. They’re simply too late.

Optimization assumes the system is fundamentally sound
and merely ineflicient. It assumes the machine is working—just
not as well as it could.

Demand leakage is not inefficiency.

It is loss of control at invisible boundaries.

No amount of optimization fixes a system that is blind to its
own failure points.

The Illusion of Progress
HERE’S WHAT HAPPENS in practice:

A business notices that close rates are declining. They invest
in optimization. Better follow-up sequences. Improved sales
scripts. Faster response times.

The metrics improve slightly. Close rate ticks up a point or
two. The team celebrates.

But the underlying problem hasn’t changed. The leakage is
still happening at the same rate. The optimization just squeezed
alittle more efficiency out of the visible portion of the funnel.

Six months later, close rates start declining again. The team
optimizes again. Another small improvement. Another celebra-
tion.
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This is the illusion of progress. It feels like you're moving for-
ward. The metrics say you're improving. But you're running on a
treadmill.

The Al layer has made this illusion more dangerous. Busi-
nesses that were already on the treadmill—optimizing visible
metrics while invisible losses mounted—now face a new cate-
gory of invisible loss. Buyers who would have eventually found
them through traditional search are being intercepted by Al rec-
ommendations that never include them. The treadmill is the

same. The ground beneath it is moving faster.

The Token Experiment
RESEARCHERS RAN AN experiment that reveals something

important about how we think about indirect problems.

They set up a simple test of honesty. Participants solved math
puzzles and reported their own scores in exchange for money.
Some participants reported scores directly for cash. Others re-
ported scores for tokens, which they then exchanged for cash a
few feet away.

The tokens were worth exactly the same as cash. The ex-
change was immediate. There was no practical difference.

But participants cheated more than twice as much when to-
kens were involved.

The one step of removal—the small distance between the to-
ken and the cash—was enough to change behavior dramatically.
People who wouldn’t steal money would readily inflate their to-
ken count.

Now think about marketing metrics.

The metrics you optimize are tokens. They’re one step re-
moved from the actual outcome.
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Click-through rate is a token. It represents interest, but it’s
not interest itself.

Cost per lead is a token. It represents efficiency, but it’s not
value itself.

Even conversion rate is a token. It represents the success of
your visible funnel, but it’s not the same as capturing the demand
that exists in your market.

When you optimize tokens, you can lose sight of what the
tokens represent. You can improve the metrics while the under-
lying reality stays the same—or gets worse.

The Sunk Cost Spiral
THERE’S ANOTHER FORCE keeping businesses trapped in

optimization.

Behavioral economists have documented our irrational at-
tachment to sunk costs. Money already spent shouldn’t influence
future decisions—it’s gone either way. But it does influence us.
Heavily.

Think about the business that has spent two years building
their current marketing system. The website redesign. The CRM
implementation. The agency relationships. The campaigns.

Now tell them the system is fundamentally broken. That the
approach needs to change.

What they hear isnt ‘here’s how to fix the problem. What
they hear is ‘everything you invested was wasted.

The sunk cost creates resistance. Not to the solution—to the
diagnosis. Because accepting the diagnosis means accepting that
past investment was misdirected.
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This is why businesses often double down on approaches that
aren’t working. It’s not stupidity. It’s an attempt to make the sunk
cost worth it. To prove the investment was right all along.

The optimization trap isn’t just about doing the wrong thing.
It’s about feeling unable to stop doing it—because stopping feels
like admitting defeat.

The money is gone cither way. The only question is whether
you'll spend more trying to justify it.
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Chapter 6: Why Agencies and Tools Are
Structurally Limited

THIS IS NOT AN ATTACK on agencies.

The agencies we've encountered over the years are filled with
smart, hardworking people. They know their platforms. They un-
derstand their craft. They deliver real value within their domain.

The problem isn’t competence.

The problem is structure.

Agencies are limited not because they lack skill, but because
of where they operate—inside channels, compensated for activi-
ty, optimizing what can be measured.

Their mandate is: “Improve performance within the funnel.”

But demand leakage occurs outside the funnel.

The Free Chocolate Problem
BEHAVIORAL SCIENTISTS conducted an experiment

about the power of “free.”

They offered people a choice between a Lindt truffle for 15
cents and a Hershey’s Kiss for 1 cent. Most people chose the truf-
fle—it’s objectively better chocolate, and the price difference is
trivial.

Then they reduced both prices by one cent. The truffle was
now 14 cents. The Kiss was free.

Suddenly, the majority chose the Kiss.

Nothing changed about the chocolate. The relative price dif-
ference was identical. But “free” changed the decision frame en-
tirely. It wasn’t about value anymore. It was about the irrational
appeal of zero cost.
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The lesson isn’t about chocolate. It’s about frames.

Agencies optimize value. They make your marketing more
efficient, more effective, more refined.

But they can’t change the frame.

The Free Quote Paradox
THE POWER OF ‘FREE’ extends beyond chocolate.

Researchers documented what they called the “zero price ef-
fect. When something is free, we don’t just value it a little more.
We respond to it completely differently. Free isn’t just a low
price—it’s a different psychological category.

Now think about how home services businesses operate.

Free quotes. Free estimates. Free consultations.

On the surface, this seems smart. Remove friction. Lower
the barrier. Make it easy to engage.

But ‘free’ triggers a specific behavioral response. When
something costs nothing, there’s no commitment. No invest-
ment. No psychological stake in the outcome.

The buyer who requests a free quote hasn’t committed to
anything. They’re browsing. Collecting options. Keeping doors
open.

Contrast this with what happens when there’s even a small
cost. A $50 diagnostic fee. A paid consultation. Suddenly, the
buyer is invested. They have skin in the game. They’re more likely
to follow through—because they’ve already paid something.

The free quote isn’t removing friction. It’s removing commit-
ment. And commitment is exactly what you need at the action
transition.
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Agencies don’t question this because ‘free quote’ is industry
standard. It’s what everyone does. But ‘what everyone does” and

‘what actually governs buyer decisions’ are not the same thing.

The Psychology of the Price Conversation

THERE'S A REASON PRICE conversations feel uncomfort-
able. And it’s not just about the numbers.

Behavioral economists have documented what they call the
“pain of paying”—a literal neurological response that activates
when we spend money. The same brain regions that process
physical pain light up when we pay for something.

But here’s what’s interesting: the pain isn’t constant. It varies
based on context.

Salience matters.

We only feel pain for costs we're aware of. All-inclusive re-
sorts remove the pain by decoupling payment from experience.
You paid once, weeks ago. Now everything feels free.

When you send a proposal with a single large number, you're
maximizing salience—and maximizing pain. When you break it
into components, spread across time, connected to specific out-
comes, the same total feels different.

Relativity matters.

The difference between $5,000 and $5,500 feels trivial. The
difference between $500 and $1,000 feels enormous. Same $500
gap. Different psychological impact.

This is why anchoring works. If the first number the buyer
hears is large—the full project cost, the premium option, the
competitor’s inflated price—subsequent numbers feel smaller by
comparison.
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It’s also why the “good-better-best” structure works. The pre-
mium option makes the middle option feel reasonable. Not be-
cause the middle option changed—because the comparison
point changed.

Timing matters.

Payment before consumption increases pain. Payment after
consumption decreases it. The credit card industry is built on
this—buy now, pay later, and the psychological distance softens
the blow.

For service businesses, this creates a dilemma. You need de-
posits for cash flow. But deposits increase the buyer’s pain before
they’ve received any value.

The solution isn’t eliminating deposits. It’s reframing them.
A “project initiation fee” that includes something tangible—a
detailed plan, a materials order, a scheduling lock—feels differ-
ent than “50% upfront.”

Commitment matters.

Here’s the counterintuitive insight: when buyers invest
something, they value the outcome more.

The labor illusion shows that effort creates value. But it also
applies to financial commitment. Buyers who pay more up-
front—not just in dollars, but in decision energy—become more
invested in success.

This is why “free quotes” backfire at the action stage. Zero
cost means zero commitment. Zero commitment means easy
abandonment.

The businesses that close at the highest rates aren’t the ones
who make it easiest to say yes. They’re the ones who make com-
mitment feel meaningful—and then deliver value that justifies it.
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Social Norms vs. Market Norms

BEHAVIORAL ECONOMISTS documented another impor-
tant distinction: the difference between social norms and market
norms.

Social norms govern relationships. They’re about trust, rec-
iprocity, and connection. When someone does you a favor, you
feel grateful—not obligated to pay them.

Market norms govern transactions. They’re about exchange,
value, and price. When someone provides a service, you pay
them what it’s worth.

These two systems don’t mix well. When you introduce
money into a social relationship, you shift the frame. The rela-
tionship becomes transactional. The warmth disappears.

Here’s why this matters for agencies:

Agencies operate in market norms. They deliver services for
payment. They measure value in terms of performance metrics.
They optimize based on what can be quantified.

But buyer decisions often operate in social norms—especial-
ly in service businesses.

A homeowner choosing a contractor isn’t just evaluating
price and credentials. They’re deciding who to let into their
home. Who to trust with their property. Who they’ll have to in-
teract with over the course of a project.

These are social considerations. Trust, rapport, relationship
potential. They don’t show up in marketing metrics.

An agency can generate a lead. They can’t control whether
the buyer feels a social connection during the evaluation. They
can’t manufacture the kind of trust that comes from relation-
ships, referrals, and reputation.
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The mismatch is structural. Agencies optimize market trans-
actions. Buyers often decide based on social intuitions.

How Proposals Kill Deals
THERE’S A MOMENT IN every sales process where a deal

that was closing starts to die. Often, it’s the moment you send the
proposal.

This seems backwards. The proposal is supposed to close the
deal. It’s the documentation of everything you discussed. The
formalization of the agreement. The next logical step.

But formalization has a cost.

Researchers studying supplier relationships discovered
something counterintuitive: when lawyers got involved to “pro-
tect” both parties, relationships deteriorated. The more contin-
gencies the contract tried to anticipate, the more the relationship
shifted from collaborative to adversarial.

The contract didn’t create trust. It signaled distrust.

Here’s why this happens. Remember the distinction between
social norms and market norms. Social norms govern relation-
ships—trust, goodwill, mutual benefit. Market norms govern
transactions—terms, conditions, remedies for breach.

When you're having a conversation with a prospect, you're
operating in social norms. You're two people trying to solve a
problem together. There’s rapport. There’s flexibility. There’s the
assumption of good faith.

Then you send a proposal with payment terms, cancellation
clauses, limitation of liability, and scope exclusions.

You just switched frames. You moved the relationship from
social norms to market norms. And that shift changes every-

thing.
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The buyer who felt like a partner now feels like a counterpar-
ty. The conversation that felt collaborative now feels transaction-
al. The trust that was building now has a price tagattached.

The proposal paradox:

The more “professional” and “thorough” your proposal, the
more it can undermine the relationship that made the deal pos-
sible.

This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t have proposals or contracts.
You need documentation. You need clarity on scope. You need
protection.

But how you introduce that documentation matters enor-
mously.

Timing matters.

A proposal sent too early—before the buyer has fully com-
mitted emotionally—forces a market-norm evaluation of some-
thing that should still be in social-norm territory. Wait until the
decision is essentially made before formalizing it.

Framing matters.

“Here’s our standard contract” feels adversarial. “Here’s what
we discussed, written down so we're both clear” feels collabora-
tive. Same document. Different frame.

Language matters.

Legal language signals legal thinking. The more your propos-
al reads like it was written by a lawyer, the more the buyer will
read it like they need a lawyer. Simple, human language preserves
the social norm frame.

Presentation matters.

Emailing a PDF attachment is transactional. Walking
through the proposal together, answering questions in real-time,
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treating it as a conversation rather than a document—that pre-
serves relationship.

The businesses that close at the highest rates aren’t the ones
with the most comprehensive proposals. They’re the ones who
understand that the proposal is a relationship moment, not just
a documentation moment.

Every clause you add, every contingency you anticipate,
every protection you build in—it might reduce your legal risk.
But it might also be killing deals that were ready to close.
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Chapter 7: Control vs. Optimization

HIS DISTINCTION MUST be absolute.
If you blur the line between control and optimization,
you'll keep solving the wrong problem. You'll keep optimizing a
system you don’t govern. You'll keep hitting ceilings you can’t ex-
plain.

So let’s make the distinction sharp.

Optimization improves performance inside a system.

Control governs how the system behaves.

Optimization is incremental. It takes what exists and makes
it slightly better. A 2% improvement here. A 5% lift there. Com-
pound gains over time.

Control is directional. It determines which way the system
moves. Whether demand flows toward you or away from you.
Whether buyers progress through decisions or stall at invisible
boundaries.

The Self-Control Credit Card
BEHAVIORAL ECONOMISTS proposed an idea that illus-

trates control perfectly.

They imagined a credit card that would let people set their
own spending limits in advance. Not limits imposed by the
bank—Tlimits they chose for themselves.

You could decide: I will spend no more than $200 per
month on restaurants. No more than $100 on entertainment. If
I try to exceed these limits, the card declines—or charges me a
penalty—or sends an embarrassing email to my spouse.

This isn’t willpower. It’s structure.
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The person using this card doesn’t have to resist temptation
in the moment. They made a decision once, in a calm state, and
the system enforces it automatically. The control is built in.

Researchers pitched this to credit card companies. They nev-
er called back—probably because they make $17 billion a year
from people who can’t control their spending.

But the principle is exactly right.

Control isn’t about trying harder in the moment. It’s about
designing systems that produce the right outcomes by default.

The Honda Maintenance Lesson

HERFE’S ANOTHER EXAMPLE from behavioral economics,
this time from the real world.

Ford Motor Company had a problem. Car owners weren’t
coming in for routine maintenance. They knew they should.
They intended to. But the maintenance schedule was complicat-
ed—18,000 different parts with different service intervals, vary-
ing by model and year.

Faced with complexity, people procrastinated. They skipped
maintenance. They let things slide.

Then Ford noticed what Honda was doing.

Honda had the same 18,000 parts with the same ideal main-
tenance schedules. But they bundled everything into three sim-
ple intervals: every 5,000 miles, every 10,000 miles, every 25,000
miles.

They posted the schedule on the wall of every service center.
Clear. Simple. Universal across all models.

Procrastination stopped. Service bays filled up. Customers
maintained their cars.
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Honda didn’t motivate customers to overcome complexity.
They eliminated the complexity. They designed a system that
made the right behavior easy.

Ford eventually adopted the same approach. Their service
revenue transformed—not because they marketed better, but be-
cause they controlled the decision environment.

This is what control looks like.

It doesn’t ask: “How do we convince buyers to do something

difficult?”

It asks: “How do we make the right decision obvious?”

Designing for Default
THE CREDIT CARD AND Honda examples share a princi-

ple. Behavioral economists call it ‘choice architecture’—the idea
that how options are presented dramatically affects which ones
get chosen.

The most powerful element of choice architecture is the de-
fault.

In studies of organ donation, countries with opt-in systems
have donation rates around 15%. Countries with opt-out sys-
tems—where you're a donor unless you choose not to be—have
rates above 90%.

Same decision. Same people. Completely different out-
comes. The only difference is what happens if you do nothing.

Now think about your buyer at the action transition.

If they do nothing, what happens?

In most businesses, nothing. The quote sits in their inbox.
The proposal waits for a response. The decision remains unmade.

The default is inaction. And inaction is where intent goes to

die.
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Control means redesigning the default. Not chasing the buy-
er after intent has faded—structuring the interaction so that the
natural path leads to action.

This isn’t manipulation. It’s alignment. You're arranging the
choice architecture so that the outcome the buyer wants—solv-
ing their problem—is also the easiest outcome to achieve.

Optimization tries to overcome bad defaults with effort.
Control changes the defaults themselves.

Al is the most dramatic example of choice architecture in lo-
cal business discovery. The AI’s default is to recommend a small
number of businesses—sometimes just one. For the buyer, the
default is to act on that recommendation. The path of least resis-
tance leads directly to the business the Al selected.

This means the businesses that earn Al recommendation
have effectively designed their default into the buyer’s environ-
ment. Not through their own marketing—through the signals
that caused an Al to select them. They didn’t control the Al
They controlled the inputs the Al relies on: accurate data, strong
reputation, consistent presence, differentiated content.

That’s control. Not optimization of a single channel. Gover-
nance of the signals that determine whether you're the default
choice or invisible.

Control Changes Everything
WHEN YOU HAVE CONTROL—REAL control over the

transitions where demand breaks—everything else changes.

Sales becomes diagnostic, not persuasive. Youre no longer
trying to convince someone who’s uncertain. You're confirming a
decision they’ve already made internally.
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Pricing detaches from comparison. When buyers can justify
choosing you without comparing alternatives, price becomes
contextual rather than competitive. You're not the cheapest op-
tion—you're the obvious option.

Marketing becomes efficient by default. You're not pouring
demand into aleaky system. You're capturing a higher percentage
of the demand that exists.

Growth becomes explainable. You can point to specific rea-
sons why performance improved. Not “the campaign worked” or
“we got lucky this quarter”—but “we fixed the break at this tran-
sition, and here’s the result.”
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Chapter 8: What Changes When You Have
Control

CONTROL ISN’T A THEORY.

It’s an operating state.

When you have it, everything works differently. Not because
you've added something to your marketing—but because you've
stopped fighting a system you couldn’t see.

The Expectation Effect
RESEARCHERS DEMONSTRATED something powerful

about expectations and experience.

In one study, people drank beer. Some drank regular beer.
Some drank beer with a few drops of balsamic vinegar
added—the “MIT Brew””

When people didn’t know about the vinegar, they often pre-
ferred the MIT Brew. The vinegar added something interesting
to the flavor.

But when they were told about the vinegar before tasting,
they didn’t like it. The expectation changed the experience itself.

Here’s the insight: knowing what you're getting changes how
you experience it.

When buyers arrive through controlled transitions—when
they know why they’re choosing you, when the justification is
clear—they experience your service differently.

They’re not skeptical customers waiting to be disappointed.
They’re aligned buyers expecting to be satisfied. They interpret
ambiguity in your favor. They notice the things that confirm
their choice. They become easier to serve.
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This isn’t manipulation. It’s alignment.

The same service, delivered to a buyer who arrived through
broken transitions versus controlled transitions, produces differ-
ent outcomes. Different satisfaction. Different reviews. Different
referrals.

Control doesn’t just improve conversion. It improves every-
thing that comes after conversion.

Buyers who arrive through an Al recommendation carry
particularly strong expectation effects. The Al didn’t just suggest
a business—it explained why that business was the right fit. The
buyer arrives pre-justified. Their expectation isnt just posi-
tive—it’s specific. And specific positive expectations create the
most favorable conditions for satisfaction, repeat business, and
referrals.

The Story They Tell Themselves

THE EXPECTATION EFFECT connects to something psy-
chologists call ‘self-signaling’

We don’t just make decisions. We learn about ourselves from
our decisions. Every choice sends a signal—not just to others,
but to ourselves—about who we are.

When a buyer chooses you through controlled transi-
tions—when they can articulate why this choice makes
sense—they’re not just buying a service. Theyre confirming
something about themselves.

‘T’'m someone who does research and makes smart decisions.

‘I'm someone who values quality over cheap shortcuts’

T'm someone who found the right fit, not just the first op-
tion.
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This self-signaling creates commitment. Not just to the pur-
chase, but to the story about the purchase.

When the project hits a snag—as projects do—the buyer
who arrived through controlled transitions has a different re-
sponse. They’re invested in the narrative of having made a good
choice. They interpret ambiguity in your favor. They give you the
benefit of the doubt.

Contrast this with the buyer who arrived through broken
transitions. They’re already uncertain. Already wondering if they
made the right call. Every small problem confirms their doubt.

Same service. Different arrival path. Completely different re-
lationship.

Control doesn’t just improve conversion. It improves the en-
tire downstream relationship—because it changes the story the
buyer tells themselves about choosing you.

The Irreversibility Test

HERE’S HOW YOU KNOW control has actually been estab-
lished—not just understood intellectually, but operationally in-
stalled.

Ask: “Could we go back to making decisions without visibil-
ity into where demand breaks?”

If the answer is “no, that would feel like flying blind”—con-
trol exists.

If the answer is “sure, we could go back to the old way”—you
have understanding, but not control. The system isn’t actually
different yet.

Real control creates dependency. Not dependency on a ven-
dor or a tool—dependency on clarity. Once you can see the tran-
sitions, you can’t tolerate not seeing them.
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This is how control becomes permanent. Not through con-
tracts or lock-in, but through the impossibility of choosing
blindness once you've experienced sight.



PART V: THE PATH FORWARD
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Chapter 9: The Diagnosis Comes First

OU CAN’T FIX what you haven’t diagnosed.
This sounds obvious. It isn’t.

The default behavior in business is to act first, diagnose lat-
er—if ever. Something feels wrong. Growth has stalled. Leads
aren’t converting. So you try something.

A new campaign. A different channel. A website redesign. A
sales training. A price adjustment.

You're not stupid. You're not lazy. You're doing what feels
productive. You're taking action.

But action without diagnosis is just motion.

The Placebo Effect
BEHAVIORAL ECONOMISTS have studied placebos exten-

sively. The findings are relevant here.

In one experiment, participants were given a pill for pain re-
lief. Some were told the pill cost $2.50 per dose. Others were
told it cost 10 cents. Both pills were placebos—sugar pills with
no active ingredient.

The expensive placebo worked better. Significantly better.
People who took the “premium” pill reported more pain relief
than those who took the “cheap” one.

Same pill. Different expectation. Different outcome.

Here’s the parallel to marketing.

When you implement a tactic without diagnosis—without
knowing whether it addresses your actual failure pattern—you're

taking a placebo.



62 ROBERT BUTT

It might work. Placebos do work, sometimes. The expecta-
tion of improvement can create actual improvement.

But you don’t know if the improvement came from the tactic
itself or from the energy and attention you poured into it. You
can’t learn from it. You can’t replicate it reliably.

Most marketing is placebo marketing. Activity that feels like
treatment. Effort that feels like progress. But without diagnosis,
you never know if you're addressing the disease or just taking sug-

ar pills.

Why Guessing Persists
IF DIAGNOSIS IS SO important, why do businesses keep

guessing?

Three reasons.

First: they don’t know diagnosis is possible. Most businesses
assume that demand leakage is just how things work. Some leads
convert, most don’t. Some campaigns work, most don’t. That’s
the game.

Second: diagnosis requires seeing what current tools can’t
show. The analytics platforms, the CRMs, the attribution sys-
tems—they’re designed to measure activity and outcomes.
They’re not designed to diagnose decision failures.

Third: action feels more productive than analysis. There’s a
bias in business culture toward doing. Launching. Shipping. Ex-
ecuting. Diagnosis feels like delay.

The Confirmation Trap
THERE’S A FOURTH REASON guessing persists—one that

makes self-diagnosis particularly dangerous.



DEMAND CONTROL PLAYBOOK 63

Psychologists have documented how powerfully we seek
confirmation of what we already believe. We don’t evaluate evi-
dence neutrally. We interpret it through the lens of our existing
assumptions.

When a business owner thinks the problem is visibility, they
find evidence for visibility problems. When they think it’s sales,
they find evidence for sales problems. The hypothesis shapes
what they see.

This isn’t stupidity. It's how human cognition works. We're
pattern-matching creatures. We see what we expect to see.

The danger is that self-diagnosis becomes self-confirmation.
You investigate the problem you already suspected. You find ev-
idence that supports it. You implement a solution. And when it
doesn’t work, you assume you didn’t execute well enough.

You never consider that you diagnosed the wrong prob-
lem—Dbecause your investigation was designed to confirm, not
discover.

This is why proper diagnosis requires a structured frame-
work applied by someone without a hypothesis. Not because
they’re smarter. Because they’re not looking for confirmation.
They’re looking for what’s actually there.

The Pattern Problem
HERE’'S WHAT MAKES DIAGNOSIS non-negotiable:

The failure patterns require different interventions.

This isn’t a matter of degree—doing more of something that
partially works. The interventions are categorically different.

If your demand breaks at category entry, the fix is presence.
Being visible when decisions initiate.
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If your demand breaks at evaluation, the fix is contextual
credibility. Trust formation that’s relevant to this buyer’s specific
concerns.

If your demand breaks at comparison, the fix is justification.
Giving buyers a reason to choose that makes comparison unnec-
essary.

If your demand breaks at action, the fix is structure. Convert-
ing intent to action before the window closes.

Each pattern. Different mechanism. Different fix.

Without diagnosis, you're guessing which pattern applies.
And with four possibilities, youre wrong three-quarters of the
time.

In 2026, Al has added a layer of urgency to diagnosis. The
businesses that understand where their demand breaks can ad-
dress those specific failure modes across both traditional and Al
discovery channels. The ones that don’t understand their failure
modes are now invisible in two ecosystems instead of one—and
optimizing blindly in both.
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Chapter 10: What To Do Next

YOU NOW UNDERSTAND something most businesses nev-
er see.

You understand that demand isn’t a volume problem—it’s
a governance problem. That the failures aren’t random—they’re
structural. That optimization cant fix what it can’t see. That
agencies and tools, no matter how good, operate in a domain
that doesn’t include the transitions where demand actually
breaks.

You understand that control is different from optimization.
That it changes everything downstream—sales, pricing, efhicien-
cy, predictability. That businesses with control don’t just perform
better; they operate differently.

And you understand that diagnosis has to come first. That
without knowing where demand breaks in your specific business,
any intervention is a guess. That the right answer to the wrong
problem is still wrong.

This understanding is valuable. It’s more than most business
owners ever achieve.

But understanding isn’t enough.

The Gap

THERE'S A GAP BETWEEN what you now understand and
what you can do about it.

You know that failure patterns exist. You don’t know which
one is dominant in your business.

You know that demand breaks at transitions. You don’t

know which transition is breaking for you.
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You know that diagnosis is essential. You don’t have the tools
or framework to conduct one.

This gap is real. Acknowledging it isn’t weakness—it’s clarity.

The Commitment Problem

THERE’S AREASON MOST people who read business books
don’t act on them.

Researchers studied this directly. They found that under-
standing a problem and solving a problem are completely differ-
ent psychological processes. Insight feels satisfying. It creates the
sensation of progress. But insight without action is just enter-
tainment.

Right now, you understand something you didn’t under-
stand before. You see demand as a flow, not a funnel. You recog-
nize the transitions where leakage occurs. You know the differ-
ence between control and optimization.

That understanding feels valuable. It is valuable.

But it’s also dangerous—because the feeling of understand-
ing can substitute for the action of solving.

This is what the research shows: people who feel they un-
derstand a problem are often less likely to fix it than people who
don’t. The understanding creates a sense of completion that re-
duces urgency.

‘I know what’s wrong now. I can address it whenever I want.

“Whenever I want’ usually means never.

The businesses that actually change aren’t the ones with the
best understanding. They’re the ones who create commitment.
Who take a concrete step before the insight fades. Who convert
knowledge into action while the window is open.

The question isn’t whether you found this book valuable.
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The question is what you'll do in the next 24 hours—before
you adapt to the problem again.

The Question

HERE’S THE QUESTION that matters now:

Where is your demand breaking?

Not in theory. Not as an intellectual exercise.

In your business. Right now.

Are you invisible when decisions are being made? Buyers en-
ter the category, look around, and never encounter you meaning-
fully—whether they’re scrolling through Google or asking an Al
assistant?

Are you seen but not trusted? Buyers find you, evaluate you,
but trust doesn’t form fast enough—or in the right context? Are
your trust signals strong enough to pass the Al threshold, or are
you being filtered out before the buyer ever sees you?

Are you trusted but still compared? Buyers believe in you,
but can’t justify choosing without shopping around? Or
worse—Al is bypassing the comparison stage entirely, recom-
mending your competitor as the obvious choice?

Is intent present but action missing? Buyers decide inter-
nally, then stall before converting? Is bad data on Al platforms
breaking the path between recommendation and action?

One of these patterns is likely dominant. It’s costing you
more than the others. It’s the constraint that, if addressed, would
unlock growth that no amount of optimization can produce.

But you can’t see it. Not with your current tools. Not with
your current data. Not with your current framework.
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The Path Forward
ONCE YOU HAVE THE DIAGNOSIS, the path forward be-

comes clear. Not easy, necessarily. Installing control takes work.
But clear.

You'll know what to focus on. You'll know what to ignore.
You'll know why certain things haven’t worked and what would.

The fog lifts. The guessing stops. The real work begins.

You've read this far because something resonated.

Maybe you felt the ceiling and couldn’t explain it. Maybe
you sensed the leakage but couldn’t locate it. Maybe you've been
optimizing hard and watching results stay flat. Maybe you real-
ized that Al is reshaping how buyers find businesses—and you
have no idea whether you're visible or invisible in that new world.

That frustration is valid. You're not imagining it.

Demand already exists. The problem is leakage.

Now you know where to look.

demandcollapsediagnosis.com

Take the Demand Collapse Diagnosis. Find out where your
demand is breaking. And start building control instead of just
optimizing inside a system you can’t see.
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