
Why Expertise Is Hard to Sell
And what to do about it

You're brilliant at what you do. Your clients say so, your results say so, and the referrals, when 

they come, say so. And yet selling that brilliance feels somewhere between uncomfortable 

and impossible, and the marketing you've tried has mostly produced silence. This short guide 

exists to persuade you that none of this is a personal failing. Expertise is structurally hard to 

sell, for two reasons that have nothing to do with you, and everything useful about growing a 

consultancy, agency or advisory firm follows from understanding them.

The first problem: your buyers can't judge what you sell
When someone buys a car, they can test-drive it. When they buy software, there's a free trial. 

When they buy your expertise, there is nothing to inspect: the product is a future outcome, 

delivered through judgement they cannot evaluate until long after they've paid for it. 

Economists call this a credence good. You and I experience it as a strange conversation in 

which the prospect wants certainty you cannot honestly give, and you want them to trust a 

track record they have no way to verify.

So buyers of expertise do what humans always do under uncertainty: they judge what they 

can see instead of what they can't. They judge whether you understand their situation 

before you've been told about it. They judge how you ask questions, whether your website 

sounds like their world or like everyone's, whether someone they trust vouches for you, and 

whether you seem like a person who will still be impressive in month seven of an 

engagement. In other words, they judge signals of expertise, because the expertise itself is 

invisible to them. Most expert firms lose work not because their expertise is inadequate, but 

because their signals are: the website is generic, the conversations are unfocused, and the 

trusted introductions are left to chance.

The second problem: the people who have expertise hate selling it
There's a reason you built a firm around your craft and not around selling. The traits that 

make someone excellent at expert work, precision, honesty about uncertainty, discomfort 

with overclaiming, are almost perfectly opposed to what popular culture says selling 

requires. So the owner of an expertise-led firm approaches business development the way 

most people approach the dentist: rarely, reluctantly, and only when something hurts.
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Here's what thirty years of frontline selling taught me, though: the popular culture is wrong. 

Selling expertise well looks almost nothing like selling. It looks like diagnosis. The best 

business developers in expert firms ask better questions than their competitors, qualify 

honestly, walk away from poor fits, and let the prospect experience their thinking before 

buying it. Every one of those behaviours plays to the expert temperament, not against it. 

What experts lack isn't the personality for business development; it's a system for it, 

because nobody who builds a business on expertise was ever taught one.

Why this pair of problems traps good firms
Put the two problems together and you get a familiar pattern. Because buyers can't judge 

expertise directly, work comes through the one channel that solves the trust problem 

automatically: referrals. And because the owner dislikes selling, referrals are gratefully 

received and never systematised. The result is a business that grows to the edge of its 

founder's personal network and stalls there, with revenue that arrives in feasts and famines, 

and an owner who works harder every year for growth that gets harder every year.

The usual response is to try a tactic. Some LinkedIn posting, a networking group, perhaps 

some content. The tactic runs for a few months against silence, the owner concludes that 

marketing doesn't work for firms like theirs, and the business settles back into referral 

dependence, now with evidence for its scepticism. But the tactic didn't fail because 

marketing doesn't work; it failed because a tactic is one stage of a system deployed without 

the others. Visibility without precise targeting reaches no one in particular. Interest without 

qualification fills the diary with time-wasters. Meetings without nurturing evaporate, 

because in expertise markets the gap between meeting a buyer and the buyer being ready 

runs six to eighteen months, and something has to keep you usefully present across that 

gap.

What to do about it
The answer is not to become a different kind of person. It's to accept the two structural facts 

and build accordingly.

Because buyers judge signals, get deliberate about yours: a precise statement of who you 

serve and what problem you solve, spoken in the buyer's language rather than your 

profession's; conversations that diagnose before they propose; and referrals treated as a 

system with stages, not a windfall. Because experts sell best through diagnosis, structure 

your business development around it: qualify honestly and early, let prospects experience 

your thinking through genuinely useful material, and stop trying to persuade, which you're 

temperamentally unsuited to, in favour of demonstrating, which you're built for.
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And treat the whole thing as a capability to be built, not a talent you either have or don't. 

Winning and keeping clients is a system with learnable stages, the same way your own 

discipline is. The firms that escape the referral ceiling aren't the ones with the most 

charismatic founders; they're the ones that made revenue generation systematic while their 

competitors kept hoping.

None of that requires more than a few hours a week. It does require doing the stages in the 

right order, starting from an honest diagnosis of where your particular system leaks.

Where to start
The free fifteen-minute Revenue System Self-Assessment at smarterentrepreneurs.co.uk 

scores your business across all eight stages and shows you where your biggest constraint 

sits; the other free tools on the same page, the Qualification Scorecard, the Referral Engine 

Guide and the 90-Day Revenue Foundations Plan, are each aimed at a leak it commonly finds. 

And if you'd rather talk it through, that's what a Discovery Call is for. No pitch, no pressure, 

and you'll leave with something useful either way.
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