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Figure 1: Trouble Mode

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE �Having a long list of prospec-
tive buyers may be comfort-
ing for a salesperson, but a 
highly applied sales meth-

odology for business markets suggests 
salespeople should only pursue prospects 
that fall within two out of four response 
modes. What are these response modes?  
How do they affect price performance?  
And why should salespeople only pursue 
two of them?

Response Modes
Response modes describe a prospective 
customer’s—simply known as a prospect 

in the American sales vernacular — re-
action to a value proposition. From a 
consumer behavior viewpoint, response 
modes describe the goal activation state 
of a prospect.

The four response modes can be de-
fined as Trouble Mode, Growth Mode, 
Even Keel, and Oblivious.

Trouble Mode (see Figure 1) refers to 
a prospect who acknowledges he has a 
problem and is actively seeking a solu-
tion, in the form of a product or service, 
to his problem. The acknowledgment 
of a problem represents a negative event 
horizon. Before that event, their histor-
ic state matched their goal state. After 
the negative event, their current state is 
below their goal state. These prospects 

are actively engaged in a purchase deci-
sion which will return them to their goal 
state.

Growth Mode (see Figure 2) refers to 
a prospect who acknowledges that her 
state could be improved, and that the 
improvement would require the purchase 
of a product or service. The acknowledg-
ment of an opportunity to improve their 
state implies that, in their mind, they 
are performing below potential capa-
bility and that to reach their potential, 
they must take action.  Like prospects 
in Trouble Mode, prospects in Growth 
Mode are actively engaged in a purchase 
decision.

Even Keel (see Figure 3) refers to pros-
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Having a long list of prospective buyers may be comforting for a salesperson, but a highly applied sales 
methodology for business markets suggests salespeople should only pursue prospects that fall within 
two out of four response modes.  What are these response modes?  How do they affect price 
performance?  And why should salespeople only pursue two of them? 

Response Modes 

Response modes describe a prospective customer’s—simply known as a prospect in the American sales 
vernacular— reaction to a value proposition.  From a consumer behavior viewpoint, response modes 
describe the goal activation state of a prospect. 

The four response modes can be defined as Trouble Mode, Growth Mode, Even Keel, and Oblivious. 

Trouble Mode refers to a prospect who acknowledges he has a problem and is actively seeking a 
solution, in the form of a product or service, to his problem.  The acknowledgment of a problem 
represents a negative event horizon.  Before that event, their historic state matched their goal 
state.  After the negative event, their current state is below their goal state.  These prospects are 
actively engaged in a purchase decision which will return them to their goal state. 

 

Growth Mode refers to a prospect who acknowledges that her state could be improved, and that the 
improvement would require the purchase of a product or service.  The acknowledgment of an 
opportunity to improve their state implies that, in their mind, they are performing below potential 
capability and that to reach their potential, they must take action.  Like prospects in Trouble Mode, 
prospects in Growth Mode are actively engaged in a purchase decision. 

 

Even Keel refers to prospects who are satisfied with their current state, at least satisfied as it relates to 
the product or service being sold by the salesperson.  It may not be that their current state is good, nor 
that it can’t be improved, but simply that improving on the current state in the area affected by that 
salesperson’s offerings isn’t a priority currently.  These prospects are unengaged in the market currently, 
and are therefore unlikely to currently purchase.  The emphasis is on “currently.” They may not 
purchase today, but at some point in the future they are likely to re-engage the market.  For a 
salesperson, these Even Keel prospects should not be a high priority.  Even Keel prospects are best 
managed by marketing communications until their response mode changes. 

 

The fourth response mode is Oblivious.  Oblivious prospects may be unaware of the trouble they are 
experiencing, or the growth opportunity before them.  They need an education before they will enter 
the market.  Like with Even Keel prospects, salespeople should not treat Oblivious prospects as a 
priority.  Let marketing communications manage them until their response mode changes. 

Figure 2: Growth Mode
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Figure 3: Even Keel

Figure 4: Oblivious

pects who are satisfied with their cur-
rent state, at least satisfied as it relates 
to the product or service being sold by 
the salesperson. It may not be that their 
current state is good, nor that it can’t be 
improved, but simply that improving on 
the current state in the area affected by 
that salesperson’s offerings isn’t a priority 
currently. These prospects are unengaged 
in the market currently, and are there-
fore unlikely to currently purchase. The 
emphasis is on “currently.” They may not 
purchase today, but at some point in the 
future they are likely to re-engage the 
market. For a salesperson, these Even 
Keel prospects should not be a high pri-
ority. Even Keel prospects are best man-
aged by marketing communications un-
til their response mode changes.

The fourth response mode is Oblivious 
(see Figure 4).  Oblivious prospects may 
be unaware of the trouble they are ex-
periencing, or the growth opportunity 
before them.  They need an education 
before they will enter the market.  Like 
with Even Keel prospects, salespeople 
should not treat Oblivious prospects as a 
priority. Let marketing communications 
manage them until their response mode 
changes.

Pricing and Response Modes
Of these four response modes, only 

prospects in Trouble or Growth Mode 
are likely to purchase. Even Keel or 
Oblivious prospects are not in the mar-
ket, at least not today.  But what does 
this have to do with pricing?

Consider a salesperson with the unfor-
tunate situation of having many pros-
pects in Even Keel or Oblivious mode.  
These salespeople are evaluated based 
on their ability to close sales, but their 
prospect pool is not in the market. How 
might they pull those prospects into the 
market?  A common response is to offer 
them a discount to stimulate demand.  
Result:  price performance weakens.

This is a horrible result, one not desired 
by sales nor pricing leaders. So what is 
the alternative?

Consider Trouble or Growth Mode pros-

pects. They are actively engaged in the 
market. These are the customers that 
acknowledge the opportunity for im-
provement and who are willing to pay to 
capture that opportunity.  As such, they 
don’t need a discount to stimulate their 
demand. They may still demand a dis-
count, but that discount request comes 
from a prospect that has compared the 
alternatives, made judgments regard-
ing their relative value, and is currently 
engaged in bargaining behavior. Dis-
counts granted to prospects bargaining 
need not be deep to close the deal, only 
deep enough to meet the customer at 
the point which leaves them better off in 
light of the alternatives.

Price performance will be stronger when 
salespeople engage prospects in Trouble 
or Growth Mode than when they en-
gage prospects in Even Keel or Oblivious 
Mode.  Moreover, by definition, pros-
pects in Trouble or Growth Mode are 
more likely to purchase. Therefore, sales-
people should focus their pursuits on 
prospects in only these two of the four 
potential modes.

As for our unfortunate salesperson with 
a prospect pool filled by Even Keel and 
Oblivious, they should be directed to 
improve their prospect pool by identify-
ing and pursuing Trouble and Growth 
Mode prospects rather than try to close 
sales with customers that lack a willing-
ness to pay. They may miss quota this 
month, but making a bad pool good 
costs too much.  Instead, build a better 
pool.

 

Even Keel refers to prospects who are satisfied with their current state, at least satisfied as it relates to 
the product or service being sold by the salesperson.  It may not be that their current state is good, nor 
that it can’t be improved, but simply that improving on the current state in the area affected by that 
salesperson’s offerings isn’t a priority currently.  These prospects are unengaged in the market currently, 
and are therefore unlikely to currently purchase.  The emphasis is on “currently.” They may not 
purchase today, but at some point in the future they are likely to re-engage the market.  For a 
salesperson, these Even Keel prospects should not be a high priority.  Even Keel prospects are best 
managed by marketing communications until their response mode changes. 

 

The fourth response mode is Oblivious.  Oblivious prospects may be unaware of the trouble they are 
experiencing, or the growth opportunity before them.  They need an education before they will enter 
the market.  Like with Even Keel prospects, salespeople should not treat Oblivious prospects as a 
priority.  Let marketing communications manage them until their response mode changes. 

 

Pricing and Response Modes 

Of these four response modes, only prospects in Trouble or Growth Mode are likely to purchase.  Even 
Keel or Oblivious prospects are not in the market, at least not today.  But what does this have to do with 
pricing? 

Consider a salesperson with the unfortunate situation of having many prospects in Even Keel or 
Oblivious mode.  These salespeople are evaluated based on their ability to close sales, but their prospect 
pool is not in the market.  How might they pull those prospects into the market?  A common response is 
to offer them a discount to stimulate demand.  Result:  price performance weakens. 

This is a horrible result, one not desired by sales nor pricing leaders.  So what is the alternative? 

Consider Trouble or Growth Mode prospects.  They are actively engaged in the market.  These are the 
customers that acknowledge the opportunity for improvement and who are willing to pay to capture 
that opportunity.  As such, they don’t need a discount to stimulate their demand.  They may still 
demand a discount, but that discount request comes from a prospect that has compared the 
alternatives, made judgments regarding their relative value, and is currently engaged in bargaining 
behavior.  Discounts granted to prospects bargaining need not be deep to close the deal, only deep 
enough to meet the customer at the point which leaves them better off in light of the alternatives. 

Price performance will be stronger when salespeople engage prospects in Trouble or Growth Mode than 
when they engage prospects in Even Keel or Oblivious Mode.  Moreover, by definition, prospects in 
Trouble or Growth Mode are more likely to purchase.  Therefore, salespeople should focus their pursuits 
on prospects in only these two of the four potential modes. 

As for our unfortunate salesperson with a prospect pool filled by Even Keel and Oblivious, they should 
be directed to improve their prospect pool by identifying and pursuing Trouble and Growth Mode 
prospects rather than try to close sales with customers that lack a willingness to pay. They may miss 
quota this month, but making a bad pool good costs too much.  Instead, build a better pool. 
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