
5 Impactful 
Strategies

for
Unsticking 

Stuck Deals



“Time Kills All Deals” - Tom Searcy

(Ok, maybe that quote is not mine, but nobody knows for certain 
whose it is, so I’m taking it...)

When a deal gets stuck it feels like you are on stake-out in one of 
those TV cop shows - endless hours in an unmarked car watching... 
waiting for something to happen... but not interacting.

You are trapped inside of a set of assumptions and an information 
vacuum, and if you do not break, you will sit until you are numb and 
probably discover you have been sitting in front of the wrong building 
to boot. 

Here are 5 strategies for dealing with stuck deals...
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1 Break the Rhythm, 
Break the Silence

No news is bad news. You have to break the silence. 

Usually when a deal is stuck, the communication has gone dark. The game of “chase” is 
not working as you try to connect with your key decision-maker or influencer contact. You 
have to break through this silence, because the reality is that the company who is going 
to win the business is probably having some communication at this point. If you want to 
influence that final outcome, you have to get connected and stay connected.

Here are three ways to stay connected:

Executive Sponsorship
We advocate avoiding the silence from the beginning by securing an Executive 
Sponsor. By using the techniques of an Executive Sponsorship Agreement, you are firmly 
expressing that you are expecting to stay connected with that person throughout the 
process with the company. We advocate using a simple one page letter for outlining your 
expectations for your Executive Sponsor in the sales process. Basically, you will ask for 
just 5 things:

•  Access  “Your assistance on connecting to the right people is very important.”

•  Priority  “Let’s set the appropriate level of attention for this deal so that the process 
is supported accordingly.”

•  Interest  “We will be communicating with you throughout the process. Let’s stay 
connected back and forth on the progress.”

•  Logjams  “If the process gets bogged down, we need to be able to come to you 
and count of your assistance.”

•  Clarity  “There are times when we will need to better understand your company and 
its unique culture. If we are confused, we ask you to provide clarity.” 

This sets expectations at the outset for your sponsor to keep you in the loop and give you 
access if things go quiet.
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1 Break the Rhythm,
Break the Silence

Captain Obvious
There is no sense in pretending once you have made 2-3 attempts to contact someone - 
they know you are trying to reach them, they know why, and they also know you have 
figured out that they are avoiding you. You know the risks of silence, so now you have to 
be willing to invest in getting connected beyond just the traditional professional outreach. I 
use a bag of tricks that you can dip into for your own “capture attention” campaign. 
Some of these include:

• Send Food or Flowers.

•  Call and sing Happy Birthday on their voicemail, regardless of whether it is their birthday 
or not.

•  Write a LinkedIn Recommendation for them. 

•  Post on their Facebook page

Are these a little bit childish in their obvious attempt to get attention? Yes. And they 
work.

Force the Issue
There is nothing wrong after an appropriate period of time to call and say the following: 
“It’s been my experience with past opportunities that when the silence cycle goes past a 
few weeks, it is not a good sign. It usually means that you, as my sponsor, either have 
bad news for my firm or the project has been significantly delayed. I can handle either 
piece of information, but I would appreciate a chance to hear it from you. If I am wrong, 
that’s ok too, but I really need for us to connect so I know whether to move on, stay the 
course or change our approach.”   
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2 Re-frame The
Business Issue

Big problems for big people get solved faster.
If this opportunity is stuck, it is possible that the problem is incorrectly sized or framed. 

Here are some of the ways that deals are misshapen: 

• Not a Big Enough Problem.  If the issue that your 
proposal resolves is only a “B” priority, then the decision 
can always be delayed in the purchase of your product 
or service until more pressing matters are handled. 

• Too Big of a Problem.  If the problem 
looks like it will take too many resources or 
political capital inside of the buying organization to 
make it happen, people wait for the mythical 
moment when they believe they have more time.

• Not My Problem.  Your decision-maker or her 
boss has decided that this problem is in another area and 
so they don’t want to take on the responsibility of fixing it.

• This Problem Makes Me Look Bad.  If the problem that you are solving 
will reflect poorly on anyone at the buyer’s table, then there will be grit in the gears of the 
decision-making machine.

If you find your deal is misshapen, what’s the next step?

Big people pay big dollars to 
fix big problems. Focus on 

the biggest problems and you 
will keep the executive 

decision-maker’s attention.

www.huntbigsales.com 4



2 Reframe The
Business Issue

Implement a Reframing Strategy.
You can do any one or more of the following actions to implement a reframing strategy:

•  Get a bigger buyer’s table. If you add people to the conversation there are 
potentially more people who are motivated to move the decision along, as well as more 
people to share the risk of a new course of action, vendor or solution purchase. 

•  Re-size the problem.  You need to get the problem definition to a digestible 
amount. Big enough to compel, not so big that it overwhelms. Too small or too big 
creates the same problem for you - delay.

•  Find a bad guy.  One of the challenges in asking organizations to change from 
what they are doing is that they de facto have to admit that what they were doing was 
wrong. If you add in that the problem could be decisions, investments, purchases or 
suppliers that were wrong, you create a powerful resistance to working with you. The way 
to avoid this is to find a real “bad guy” who is outside of the control of the group to whom 
you are selling. 

The idea here is simple – the buyers did the best they could with what they had at the 
time they made prior choices. However, something changed beyond their control and 
they need to make new choices. That something can be regulations, technology, 
competitors, market conditions or the economy. Thus, their decision to make a change 
and buy from you is not an admission of failure but the recognition of a need to adapt.
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3 Re-Seat the
Cocktail Party

Something in the chemistry is not working. 
There are many occasions when there is friction between the people who are considering 
working together. This can happen a lot in solutions that require technical subject matter 
experts. Engineers, IT people, telecom people, logistics specialists and so on all have 
their own backgrounds and biases. Linux™ people look down their nose at Microsoft™ 
people, there are skeptics across all of the SCM and ERP platforms and most engineers 
look at problem solving with their own personal perspective. These interactions can put 
grit in the gears of any deal.

Click here for more information on selling to CTOs/CIOs, CFOs, or CMOs.

Because people often times avoid direct confrontation or outward hostility and 
professional decorum requires us all to play nice, you may not know exactly what is not 
meshing well. 

What to do?

•  Introduce new people to the equation.  Start with the subject matter 
experts. Don’t eliminate anyone from your team, just add new people to the 
conversations. As a part of that process, executed through conference calls and 
meetings, let the new people lead the conversation and let others who have been in the 
process awhile take a backseat. Look for chemistry.

•  Ask your Executive Sponsor to bring additional people to the 
conversation.  You need to find a way to connect with other voices in your buyer’s 
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3 Re-Seat the
Cocktail Party

• Start at the beginning.  Realize that everyone new who you meet is starting 
out the first conversation at the beginning of the process. Slow down, back up and fill in 
the details. I have found that a 5-minute summary at the beginning of the agenda titled, 
“How We Got Here” allows my team to frame the history of the dialogue favorably and 
bring the new players up to speed.

• Credibility is delivered in dump trucks, not shovels. One of the 
reasons that chemistry goes wrong is because of believability, not trustworthiness - the 
people with whom you are speaking may trust you. However, they may not believe that 
your examples are a perfect fit for their scenario. They may have had past experiences 
making them wary of solution approaches even when they like and trust the people 
offering them. You need to bring your credibility to every meeting with fresh examples, 
case studies and supporting materials each time. Face it, if your previous interaction’s 
credibility had been enough, the deal would not be stuck.

Be strategic with who you 
bring to the table. Find out the 

titles of everyone at the 
buyer’s table and bring people 

on your team with similar 
positions/backgrounds. This 
will enhance the discussion 

and ultimately the chemistry.
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4 Start Over

Sometimes the best way to move forward 
is to back up. 
Wherever you are in the sales process, you need to back up (usually 2 steps) and re-
engage. What you have been doing is not working and you have probably gone down a 
dead end. 
A simple sales process can be illustrated in these standard steps:

• Identify/Qualify/Recon
• Issue Definition - Symptoms, Causes, Success Thresholds
• Build out a full Buyer's Table
• Secure Executive Sponsorship
• Scope Assessment
• Presentation
• Proposal
• Contract

At each step, there was information you were gathering and giving. There were people 
you were meeting and you were introducing. At one of these steps, or more, you missed 
something. Think of it like looking for your keys when you lose them in your own house. 
You retrace your steps, room by room, to figure out where in the course of events you set 
your keys down. Same thing. You lost the advantage in the sales process - let’s go find 
out where. At each step in the process, starting with the step you just completed, ask 
these questions:

• Who did we meet, who did we introduce, how did they fit and who did we miss?
• What information did they give us at each step and what did we give them? What did we 

miss?
• Were there any unforeseen delays in the process moving from step-to-step? Who caused 

the delay? What was the reason? 

You don’t have to be an investigator for CSI to figure out the course of events and where 
the deal got off track - you just need to retrace your steps and look at the facts. 
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5 Pull Back 

If you cannot make progress by engaging, then 
your best option is to disengage.
They may come back chasing you like a street vendor in a foreign country’s market when 
you don’t buy their wares. They may say goodbye and good riddance. Both of these 
answers are good. That’s right. Either is acceptable, because if the answer is goodbye 
and good riddance you just saved yourself the time, effort and aggravation of continuing 
to chase a dead deal.

Here are some guidelines to a successful exit:

• Leave gracefully, early and quickly.  A letter is a good way to leave a 
professional impression as you achieve closure. 

• No means no, don’t say it unless you mean it.  This is not a gambit 
that you get to play and then take back. If you are declaring your are leaving, then be 
prepared to not look back over your shoulder to see if they are chasing you. 

• Respectfully decline, indicate when 
you’ll re-connect, leave a backdoor 
in case of miscommunication.  
Things change. By leaving a connection date in 
the future, say 90 days to 6 months, you are 
closing the door, not slamming it. 
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You are not paid to sell - you 
are paid to close. Rarely is 
the responsibility of closing 
“at any price.” If you know 

the opportunity can’t be 
won, your best option is to 

lose fast and well. 
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Final Thought

Every Deal has an Eel:
Warren Buffett is famous for saying that “if you sit down at a poker table and in 3 hands 
you can’t figure out who the ‘chump’ is... get up, you are the chump.” A similar adage is 
true for selling. 

“Every deal has an eel.”

An eel is anyone from the buyer’s side who is not interested in seeing this deal happen. 
Eels cause delays. you need to either convert, isolate or eliminate your eels in your sales 
opportunities, otherwise, they will be why you get stuck. 

A good rule to follow: First step is to look for your executive sponsor, second step is to 
determine your eel.

Did you find this information valuable?
If so, click here to download Tom’s eBook “4 Power Tips for Asking Better Questions.”
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Checklist

You know you’re stuck if you find:

☐Response delays of greater than 48 hours on e-mail or voicemail

☐Decision date pushbacks of greater than 5 business days

☐Complete radio silence of greater than 5 days

☐Multiple requests for additional specifications and information after final presentation or 
proposal

☐New leader assigned to the decision from the buying company
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