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The Company That Sold to Everyone 

Real Operating Decisions. Real Capability Failures. Real Business Outcomes. 

An Executive Case Study in The O'Brien Method Series 

COMPANY PROFILE 

Industry Industrial technology services 

Approximate 

revenue 

$25-$35 million 

Business model Automation software, implementation, and managed support 

Growth Stage Established company attempting to restart organic growth 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The company could serve almost any industrial customer. That flexibility had helped it grow. It had also 

made the business increasingly difficult to understand. Marketing described a broad portfolio spanning 

software, engineering, integration, analytics, and support. Salespeople tailored that portfolio to each 

prospect. 

Lead volume was rising, but conversion was falling. Sales cycles lengthened as representatives prepared 

custom demonstrations and proposals. Buyers struggled to differentiate the company from larger 

competitors, while delivery teams inherited commitments that were difficult to scope and costly to fulfill. 

Leadership initially believed the company needed stronger messaging. The investigation revealed a more 

fundamental problem. The organization had never made a deliberate choice about its ideal customer or the 

specific operating problem its offer solved best. The message was unclear because the underlying market 

decision was unclear. 

THE SITUATION 

The company had built its reputation by saying yes. Its engineers could adapt the platform, integrate older 

equipment, develop custom reports, and support unusual operating environments. Customers valued its 

willingness to solve problems that larger vendors often ignored. 

Over time, flexibility became the strategy. The website listed capabilities for manufacturers, distributors, 

utilities, logistics companies, commercial facilities, and public-sector organizations. Industry pages 

adjusted the vocabulary, but the core offering remained a collection of features and services. 

Salespeople responded by crafting their own versions of the value proposition. One led with labor savings. 

Another emphasized visibility. A third highlighted systems integration. The most technical representative 

described architecture and functionality. Each explanation was credible, but none gave the company a 

consistent position in the buyer's mind. 
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The pipeline appeared diversified. In reality, it contained opportunities with different problems, buying 

processes, technical requirements, economics, and definitions of value. The company was not pursuing one 

market. It was pursuing every market where its technology might conceivably work. 

THE INVESTIGATION 

The diagnostic began with three years of opportunity and customer economics. Accounts were grouped by 

industry, operating environment, problem addressed, buyer role, implementation complexity, sales-cycle 

length, gross margin, expansion, and retention. 

The highest-volume segments were not the most attractive. Several generated frequent inquiries but 

required extensive education, custom demonstrations, and pricing concessions. Their initial contracts were 

small, implementation effort was high, and expansion was rare. 

A smaller pattern stood out. Multi-site manufacturers with aging production equipment and costly 

unplanned downtime converted at nearly twice the company average. Operations leaders understood the 

problem, the financial value was quantifiable, and the company's ability to connect older equipment created 

meaningful differentiation. 

The strongest customers shared additional characteristics. They operated multiple facilities, had an 

executive sponsor responsible for reliability, had sufficient internal technical capacity to support 

implementation, and incurred a measurable cost when production information arrived late. 

The offer analysis revealed the other half of the problem. The company used more than thirty names for 

overlapping combinations of software and services. Proposals were assembled from components rather than 

organized around a defined customer outcome. Buyers had to determine what they were purchasing and 

why the complete solution mattered. 

ROOT CAUSE 

The root cause was not weak copywriting. It was a lack of ICP and offer clarity. Leadership had defined its 

market by who could use the technology rather than by the customers for whom the company created the 

greatest, most repeatable value. 

Because the ideal customer was unclear, the offer was broadened to accommodate every possibility. 

Marketing generated broad interest, sales qualified primarily on technical fit, and delivery absorbed the 

commercial ambiguity through customization. 

The company confused capability with market relevance. Being able to serve a customer did not mean the 

organization should build its growth strategy around that customer. 

THE INTERVENTION 

Leadership defined the primary ICP based on the evidence: multi-site manufacturers with legacy 

equipment, material downtime exposure, an accountable operations sponsor, and the organizational 

capacity to implement across facilities. Secondary segments remained serviceable, but they no longer 

controlled marketing investment or product positioning. 
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The ICP was operationalized. It included observable fit criteria, disqualifying conditions, buying roles, 

triggering events, common alternatives, economic drivers, and the evidence required before sales invested 

technical resources. 

The portfolio was reorganized into a single core offer: a structured reliability program that connected 

existing production assets, established operational visibility, and delivered measurable improvements in 

downtime across an initial group of facilities. Software, integration, training, and support became 

components of that outcome rather than separate items the buyer had to assemble. 

Marketing replaced general capability claims with the operating problem, the cost of leaving it unresolved, 

the conditions under which the approach worked, and proof from comparable environments. Sales 

discovery, demonstrations, and proposals followed the same logic. 

Leadership did not prohibit exceptions. It required an explicit decision whenever an opportunity fell outside 

the ICP or required a materially different offer. That distinction protected learning without allowing 

exceptions to redefine the business. 

BUSINESS RESULTS 

Top-of-funnel lead volume declined 22 percent in the first two quarters. Qualified pipeline from primary-

ICP accounts increased 31 percent. Marketing was attracting fewer organizations, but those that were 

reached were more likely to have the problem, economics, and operating conditions the company was built 

to address. 

The opportunity-to-win rate improved by nine points, and the median sales cycle fell by 19 percent. 

Technical demonstration hours per closed deal declined because representatives no longer used 

customization to determine what the buyer valued. 

Implementation margin improved as the core offer created clearer boundaries and more repeatable delivery. 

Buyers could explain the decision internally, salespeople could articulate the same outcome, and operations 

knew what had been promised before work began. 

The company did not become smaller by choosing an ideal customer. It became more credible to the 

customers most likely to drive durable growth. 

THE O'BRIEN METHOD INSIGHT 

ICP and offer clarity are operational decisions before they are marketing decisions. The ideal customer 

determines where the organization focuses its attention. The offer defines the valuable outcome the 

organization can deliver repeatedly for that customer. 

When those choices are vague, every downstream capability becomes more expensive. Marketing drives 

volume without fit. Sales compensates with customization. Qualification weakens. Forecasts become less 

reliable. Delivery absorbs promises the commercial organization never standardized. 

Clarity does not mean refusing every opportunity outside a narrow scope. It means knowing which 

customers and problems the business is designed to pursue—and recognizing when an exception is truly an 

exception. 
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KEY TAKEAWAYS FOR CEOS 

 Define the ideal customer by repeatable value, not theoretical product applicability. 

 Use customer economics, conversion, delivery effort, retention, and expansion to test the ICP. 

 Describe the offer as a customer outcome rather than a collection of capabilities. 

 Give sales observable fit criteria and explicit disqualifying conditions. 

 Allow exceptions through conscious decisions, not gradual erosion of market focus. 

Capability before complexity. 


