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The safest way to try to get what you want is to try to
deserve what you want.

C H A R L I E  M U N G E R



I N T R O D U C T I O N

I Built 50 Demos. They Didn’t Sell.

Over the past ten years, I have built more than fifty working
software prototypes.

Over the same ten years,  I  earned roughly six thousand dollars
online.

Read those two sentences again, because this whole book lives in
the gap between them.

I am not a beginner who got lucky with a few tutorials. I trained as
a software engineer. I have spent more than thirty years in the pub-
lishing industry, much of that time keeping the technology running
at a publishing house in Nairobi. I write React and Node.js. I build
with  AI  models  through  their  APIs.  When  an  idea  arrives  in  the
evening, I can often have a working version by the weekend.

That speed was supposed to be my advantage. I built SalesForge
AI, a sales and marketing automation agent. I built BookForge, a tool
that uses AI to format manuscripts. I built lead generation systems,
dashboards, content engines, booking tools, and training platforms.
Some were rough. Many were genuinely good. A few, I still believe,
could run a real business.

Most of them ended the same way. I would show the prototype to a
potential  client,  or  to  a  friend  who  knew  potential  clients.  They
would lean in. They would say, “Wow.” Sometimes they would say,
“You  built  this  yourself?”  Then  they  would  ask  me  to  send  some
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information, or a proposal, or a price. I would send it. Then nothing.
I’d send a polite follow-up, and then there was silence.

For years I told myself the problem was the product. The feature
set wasn’t complete, the interface needed polish, and the next ver-
sion would close the deal. So I built the next version, and then the
next  prototype.  I  had  become  a  factory  that  produced  impressed
faces and very little revenue.

I did not have a building problem. I had a selling problem. For a
long  time,  the  tools  I  was  so  proud  of  helped  me  hide  from  it,
because building felt productive in a way that selling never did.

The Meeting Where It Clicked

I understood what had changed during a meeting I expected to go
well.

The client was a consultant I will call Grace. She ran a small prac-
tice, she was good at her work, and she needed a steadier flow of
clients.  That  was  exactly  the  problem  I  had  been  building  for.  I
arrived with a laptop, a working AI lead generation prototype, and a
demo I had rehearsed.

About four minutes in, she politely raised her hand.
“Can I show you something?”
She turned her laptop around. The night before our meeting, she

had spent about half an hour with an AI research assistant. She had
asked how consultants use AI to generate leads, which tools existed,
what they cost, and what could go wrong. She had a long, well-orga-
nized report and a comparison table of tools I had never heard of.
She had even used one of those tools to put together a rough version
of the workflow I was about to show her.

It was not as good as mine, but it was close enough. It had cost her
thirty minutes and nothing else.

Then she asked the question that has stayed with me ever since.
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“I can see what’s possible,” she said. “What I can’t see is which of
these will actually work for my clients, and what it will cost me if I
pick the wrong one. Can you tell me that?”

I  could not.  I  had prepared a demonstration, not a diagnosis.  I
knew my software inside out, but I knew very little about her clients,
her pipeline, her numbers, or the three things she had already tried
and abandoned.  My whole pitch depended on showing her some-
thing she hadn’t seen. She had already seen it. She had made it her-
self the night before, for free.

I left without a deal, but with the most important sales lesson of
my career. My demo did not fail because it was bad. It failed because
it answered a question the client no longer needed answered. The
value had quietly  moved from  showing  what  is  possible to  knowing
what is right, and I was still selling the first thing.

What Actually Died

I want to be precise about the claim in this book’s title, because it is
easy to misread.

Software demonstrations still  exist,  and you may still  need one.
What died is the demo as proof. For most of my career, a working pro-
totype sent a clear signal: this person has rare skills, and you can’t
get this anywhere else. The prototype did the selling for you, because
the ability to produce it was scarce.

That scarcity is gone. Anyone with a laptop and a subscription can
produce a research summary in half an hour and a working proto-
type in an afternoon. Your clients know this because they are doing
it. They come to your first meeting already half-educated, carrying a
report written by the same AI tools you use.

They are also exhausted. Their inboxes, feeds, and phones are full
of AI announcements, AI tools, and AI consultants promising trans-
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formation. Your pitch isn’t competing with one rival. It’s competing
with all of that noise.

When the proof you offer is something buyers can generate them-
selves, they stop seeing you as an expert and start seeing you as a
vendor. Vendors are treated differently. They get squeezed on price
and asked to do free work “to see if it’s a fit.” They get small projects,
tight deadlines, and no seat in the rooms where real decisions are
made. Vendors are replaceable, and everyone knows it.

Experts get a different reception. Clients listen to them. Clients
ask  an expert  what  is  possible  instead of  dictating  what  to  build.
They invite experts into bigger conversations and pay for judgment
rather  than  hours.  Often,  whether  a  business  struggles  or  thrives
comes down to whether clients see it as a vendor or as an expert.

The uncomfortable truth is that AI has made it harder to be seen
as an expert, even for people who really are experts. Information is
abundant, so information no longer impresses anyone. What is still
scarce is harder to fake: judgment, context,  trust,  and a record of
results.  This  book is  about  building those things  and proving you
have them.

What Still Works: The PROOF Framework

After  that  meeting,  I  stopped  asking,  “What  else  can  I  build?”  I
started asking, “What does a client need to see before they trust me
with  a  problem  that  matters?”  The  answers  fell  into  five  pillars,
which I call PROOF.

Presence. When every inbox is flooded with cold messages, a real
relationship built in person outweighs a hundred automated touches.
You earn trust by showing up and offering value before you ask for
anything.

Rigor. AI makes shallow thinking look finished. Your advantage is
depth:  field experience,  local  context,  patterns  you’ve  seen across
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clients, and hard-won lessons that no thirty-minute research report
contains.  Rigor  also means thinking in public,  building a  body of
writing that shows how you think.

Originality. When  everyone  has  the  same  tools,  sameness
becomes  invisible.  Unusual  projects,  experiments,  and  work  that
expands a client’s sense of what is possible make you memorable.
This pillar is also where we rebuild the demo so it supports a diagno-
sis instead of replacing one.

Outcomes. The most persuasive proof is a delighted client. Doing
exceptional work for fewer clients creates an advantage competitors
can’t copy, and it turns those clients into a source of referrals.

Force Multipliers. Some organizations already have the attention
and trust of your ideal buyers. The right partnership, with the right
incentives, lets you sell through a few partners instead of pitching
thousands of strangers.

None of these pillars is new on its own. Good consultants have
always relied on relationships,  depth, and referrals.  What’s  new is
that these are now the only reliable proof left. AI has flattened the
shortcuts that used to work, like the flashy demo, the clever mockup,
and the free explainer call. What remains is work that can’t be gener-
ated in an afternoon.

What You Will Be Able to Do

This is a short book, meant to be used rather than admired. By the
end, you will be able to:

Diagnose honestly whether your market sees you as a vendor or
an authority, and why.

Identify what your clients can’t get from an AI prompt, and posi-
tion yourself around it.

• 

• 
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Build a relationship rhythm that produces warm introductions
instead of cold rejections.

Develop real depth and publish it, so prospects trust your think-
ing before they meet you.

Run sales conversations that start with a diagnosis rather than a
demo.

Turn your best client work into a steady source of referrals.

Find and vet partners who already have your buyers’ attention.

Follow a ninety-day plan that puts all five pillars into practice.

Every chapter ends with a practical tool: an audit, a script, a tem-
plate,  or  a  scorecard.  Read  the  chapters  in  order  the  first  time,
because each pillar builds on the one before it. Then come back to
the tools, because that is where the change happens.

A Word Before We Begin

This book was written in Nairobi, not Silicon Valley. Most of what I
know about selling expertise comes from working inside publishing,
church, and education institutions, sitting across tables from leaders
and business owners, and watching what earned their trust and what
didn’t. The examples in these pages come from that world and from
consultants  and  agency  owners  elsewhere.  The  principles  travel
because buyers everywhere face the same shift: too much informa-
tion,  too  little  certainty,  and  too  many  people  calling  themselves
experts.

I  also  want  to  be  honest  about  what  this  book  won’t  give  you.
There is no hack here. You can’t trick anyone into seeing you as an
expert, and you can’t automate your way into trust. Some of these
ideas take months to pay off, and a few take years. That isn’t a weak-
ness of the approach; it’s why it works. Anything that can be done

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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quickly and cheaply can now be done by everyone, and what every-
one can do is worth very little.

If you’re a builder like me, this will be hard to hear. We love the
feeling of shipping something and the reaction a good demo gets. But
a reaction is not a relationship, and applause is not revenue. The fifty
prototypes on my hard drive taught me that. I would rather you learn
it from this book than from ten years of silence after the demo.

The  demo  is  dead.  Your  expertise  is  not.  Chapter  1  shows  you
exactly what replaced it.
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C H A P T E R

1
The Demo Is Dead
“Impressive” Now Costs Nothing

For  most  of  my  career, three things opened doors for people
who sell expertise.

The first was a mockup. If you showed a prospective client a pic-
ture of what their system, website, or app could look like, they could
suddenly see the future you were describing.  The second was the
explainer  call,  thirty  or  sixty  minutes  spent  walking  a  business
owner through a new technology and what it could mean for them.
The third was the cold introduction. A thoughtful email or message
to a stranger, written with care, could start a relationship that turned
into a contract.

None of these was magic, but each one did real work. Each made
you look capable before you had proven anything, and each told the
client that you knew something they didn’t and could do something
they couldn’t.

All  three  still  exist.  You  can  still  make  a  mockup,  offer  an
explainer call, and send a cold message. The problem is that all of
your competitors can do the same, in less time than it takes to read
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this  chapter.  When  everyone  holds  the  same  key,  the  lock  stops
meaning anything.

This  chapter  looks  at  what  happened  to  those  keys,  what  that
change does to the way clients treat you, and how to find out hon-
estly where you stand.

Door One: The Mockup

When I started building prototypes, a good mockup seemed like a
small  miracle to most clients.  A business owner would describe a
problem  in  vague  terms.  A  week  later  I  would  come  back  with
screens: a dashboard showing their numbers, a booking flow with
their logo on it, a portal their customers could log into. You could
watch their faces change. The idea had become real, and I was the
person who had made it real.

That reaction came less from the screens themselves than from
what  they  implied.  Producing  them  took  design  sense,  technical
knowledge,  and  hours  of  focused  work.  The  client  couldn’t  do  it,
their staff couldn’t do it, and most of the people they knew couldn’t
either. The mockup was evidence of rare capability, so it did much of
the selling for me.

Today, a client can describe their idea to an AI tool and get a click-
able interface in minutes. Their operations manager can do it over
lunch, and their teenage son can do it on his phone. The screens may
be generic, but they are good enough to show what is possible, and
showing what was possible is exactly what my mockups used to sell.

So when I put a polished mockup in front of a client now, the reac-
tion is different. They nod and might say it looks nice, but they no
longer  ask,  “How  did  you  do  that?”  Instead  they  quietly  think,  “I
could have done that.”  A mockup used to  prove you were skilled.
Now it mostly proves you have a subscription.
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Door Two: The Explainer Call

The second door was education. For a few years after AI tools went
mainstream, many business owners were equally curious and con-
fused. They had seen the headlines but didn’t know what any of it
meant  for  them, so a  consultant  who could explain it  clearly  was
valuable. I ran these calls, and so did many people I know. You would
spend an hour walking someone through the landscape:  what  the
tools could do, where they fell short, and what other businesses were
trying. By the end, you were the person they trusted on the subject,
and paid work often followed.

That door has closed for most of us, for an obvious reason: the
explanation is now free and available whenever someone wants it.
Any business owner can ask an AI how AI could help their business
and get an answer in plain language, tailored to their industry, at two
in the morning, as many times as they like. They can ask follow-up
questions without feeling foolish, and they can request a comparison
of tools, a list of risks, and a step-by-step plan.

The explainer call has a second problem. Your clients often know
more  about  the  latest  release  than  you  do,  because  you  are  busy
delivering work. They read the same announcements you read, and
sometimes they read them first. A consultant who arrives to explain
the landscape may find the client has already toured it.

Education  still  matters,  but  generic  education  no  longer  earns
anyone’s time, let alone their money. By generic education, I mean
the  kind  that  answers  “What  is  this  and  what  can  it  do?”  It  has
stopped being a door and become part of the background noise.

Door Three: The Cold Introduction

The third  door  was  the  cold  introduction.  Its  decline  hurts  most,
because it was the most reliable way to meet new clients.
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A few years ago, a carefully written message to a stranger stood
out.  If  you  researched  the  person,  mentioned  something  specific
about  their  business,  and  made  a  clear,  modest  offer,  you  could
expect  a  reasonable number of  replies.  Personalization acted as  a
signal  that  a  real  person  had  spent  real  time  thinking  about  the
reader.

AI broke that signal.  Tools can now scrape a prospect’s  website
and profile and generate a message that mentions their latest post,
their company’s recent news, and the challenges in their industry.
Thousands of these messages go out every day. The people receiving
them have learned quickly that a personalized message proves noth-
ing about the sender’s effort or intent. Their inboxes are full of flat-
tering, specific, well-written messages from people they have never
met, and they ignore nearly all of them.

As a result, your honest, handwritten outreach now looks exactly
like the automated kind, and the care you put in is invisible. Buyers
respond by raising their defenses. They filter more, reply less, and
rely more heavily on people they already know. Warm introductions
still work, but cold ones increasingly disappear without a reply.

Why “Impressive” Stopped Working

Put the three doors side by side and a pattern appears.
Each one worked because it was a signal, and a signal only works

when it is hard to fake. A peacock’s tail impresses because it is costly
to grow, and a university degree impresses because it takes years to
earn. A mockup, an expert explanation, and a personalized message
impressed clients because each required skill, knowledge, and time
that most people did not have.

AI  did  not  make these  things  worse.  It  made them cheap,  and
something that is cheap to produce tells you nothing about the per-
son who produced it.  To a busy client, a beautiful demo from you
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looks the same as a beautiful demo from someone who started learn-
ing last month. The client can’t easily tell the difference and, more
and more, doesn’t bother trying.

That is what I mean when I say “impressive” now costs nothing.
Clients  haven’t  become  harder  to  please.  The  things  we  used  to
impress them with have become the minimum expected. You will
look  amateurish  without  them,  but  they  no  longer  set  you  apart.
They can’t win you the work, though lacking them can still lose it.

This  is  hard  to  accept  for  builders.  Many  of  us,  including  me,
based our entire sales approach on the wow moment. We assumed
that if we showed people what we could do, the work would follow.
That assumption made sense for a long time, and it no longer does.

The Vendor Trap

Once your proof looks the same as everyone else’s,  clients change
how they see you. They stop seeing an expert and start seeing a ven-
dor.

A vendor supplies a defined thing. The client decides what they
need, and the vendor provides it. Clients buy from vendors the way
they buy printer paper: they know what they want, compare options,
and choose on price, speed, and convenience. Being a vendor is fine
if you sell printer paper. It is a painful position if you sell expertise.

You can usually  tell  you’ve been put  in the vendor category by
three kinds of pressure.

Time pressure. The client has set the deadline before speaking to
you, and it is almost always too short: “We need this live by the end
of  the  month.”  Your  professional  opinion  on  how  long  the  work
should take is treated as an obstacle to negotiate away rather than
advice to respect. You spend the project rushing, and the rush shows
in the result.
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Price pressure. The client has asked two or three others for quotes
and tells you so. Your proposal is compared line by line with theirs. If
yours costs more, you are asked to justify every item or cut it. Some-
times the comparison isn’t with another firm at all but with a tool:
“Couldn’t we just use AI for this?” That question isn’t always wrong,
which is exactly why it is so hard to answer from a vendor’s position.

Small projects. You get a tightly scoped task: build this feature,
design this page, write these ten posts. The bigger decisions happen
in meetings you aren’t invited to. Those are the decisions about what
the  business  is  trying  to  achieve,  why  it  needs  this  feature,  and
whether this is the right move at all. You deliver exactly what was
specified, even when you can see it won’t work.

Around these three pressures you will often notice smaller symp-
toms. You are asked for free samples or unpaid pilots “to see if it’s a
fit.” Your main contact is a junior staff member or a procurement
officer rather than the person who owns the problem. Your recom-
mendations are received politely and then ignored. When the project
ends, so does the relationship.

Why the Trap Feeds Itself

The vendor trap would be bad enough as a one-time experience. It is
dangerous because it reinforces itself.

Small,  tightly  scoped projects  rarely  produce big  results.  If  you
only ever build the feature and never shape the strategy, you seldom
have a meaningful business outcome to point to. Without meaningful
outcomes you have no strong case studies, and without strong case
studies the next client has no reason to see you as more than a capa-
ble  pair  of  hands.  So  they  give  you  another  small,  tightly  scoped
project, and the cycle repeats.

Price pressure feeds the cycle from another direction. When you
win work by being cheaper,  you have less  time and money to  do
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exceptional work. When the work is merely adequate, clients have no
reason to recommend you. Without referrals, you go back to compet-
ing for strangers on price.

Many small firms try to escape the trap by becoming faster and
cheaper. It’s a natural instinct, especially for builders who can now
use AI to produce work in a  fraction of  the time.  But  this  race is
against opponents you can’t beat. Large firms can undercut you on
price because of their scale, and AI tools can undercut everyone on
speed. If your pitch is “cheaper and faster,” you are competing on the
one dimension where you are sure to lose.

A small firm can’t outspend or outscale anyone. It can out-think,
out-listen, and out-care them. That is the only ground where a small
firm can compete and win, and it is the ground this book is built on.

What the Other Side Looks Like

Imagine the same client meeting two different consultants.
The  first  arrives  with  a  demo.  He  shows  what  he  can  build,

answers  questions  about  features  and  price,  and  leaves  with  a
request for a quote. The client compares his quote with two others
and asks him to cut it by twenty percent. He does, and he gets a small
project with a tight deadline.

The second arrives with questions. She asks what the client has
already tried, what failed, and what it cost. She asks how the client’s
own customers buy,  what  the numbers look like,  and what  would
have to be true for the project to be worth doing. At the end of the
meeting, she tells the client respectfully that what they asked for is
probably not what they need, and explains why. The client is a little
uncomfortable, and also relieved, because someone is finally think-
ing about the problem instead of selling a solution. She is  invited
back to meet the owner.
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The  two  consultants  may  be  equally  skilled.  The  difference  is
where each placed the value. The first put it in the artifact, which is
now cheap. The second put it in judgment, which isn’t. When a client
sees you as an authority, the pressures of the vendor trap ease. Time-
lines become conversations, price is weighed against the value of get-
ting the decision right, and projects grow because you help decide
what the project should be.

You can’t demand this position; you have to earn it, and the rest of
this book shows you how. First, though, you need an honest reading
of where you stand today.

T O O L The Vendor-or-Authority Audit

This  audit  measures  how  clients  actually  treat  you,  not  how  you
describe yourself.  Most  of  us  hold a  flattering picture of  our own
positioning, but behavior is harder to argue with.

Before  you  begin,  pick  your  last  five  to  ten  conversations  with
clients or prospects.  Answer each question based on what usually
happened across those conversations, not on your single best experi-
ence. Score each question from 0 to 2:

0 = the vendor pattern is typical

1 = it’s mixed

2 = the authority pattern is typical

1. How do new clients find you?

0: You chase nearly all of them through cold outreach.
2: Most come through referrals, recommendations, or your published
work.

• 

• 

• 
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2. What do clients bring to the first meeting?

0: A specification (“We need an app that does X”).
2: A problem (“We’re losing customers and we don’t know why”).

3. Which question comes first?

0: “How much will this cost?”
2: “How would you approach this?”

4. How often are you asked for free work before being hired?

0: Samples, spec work, or unpaid pilots are routine.
2: Rarely or never.

5. Are you compared line by line against other quotes?

0: Almost always.
2: Clients choose you before discussing price in detail.

6. Who is your main contact?

0: A junior staff member or procurement.
2: The person who owns the problem and the budget.

7. Who sets the deadline?

0: The client, before speaking to you.
2: It is agreed together, based on your assessment.

8. What happens when you recommend a different approach from the
one the client asked for?

0: They insist on the original request.
2: They take your recommendation seriously and often adopt it.

9. What kind of work do you usually get?

0: Narrow, predefined tasks.
2: Engagements that include shaping the strategy or the decision.
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10. What happens after the project ends?

0: The relationship ends.
2: Clients return with new problems and refer others without being
asked.

Reading Your Score

Add up your points. The maximum is 20.
0 to 7: The vendor zone. Clients see you as a supplier. You proba-

bly feel the pressures described in this chapter every week: squeezed
prices, rushed deadlines, and work that stays small. This score says
nothing about your skill. It reflects your positioning, and positioning
can change. Pay close attention to Chapters 2 and 3.

8 to 14: The contested zone. Some clients treat you as an expert
and others treat you as a vendor. This is the most common result and
the most useful one, because the contrast tells you something. Look
at the clients who scored you highly.  How did they find you, who
introduced  you,  and  what  happened  in  the  first  meeting?  The
answers show you what already works, and the rest of the book will
help you do more of it deliberately.

15 to 20: The authority zone. Clients come to you for judgment,
not just output. Your challenge is to protect that position as AI raises
the pressure on everyone around you, and to make it easier for the
right clients to find you. The chapters on Outcomes and Force Multi-
pliers will matter most to you.

Whatever  your  score,  write  it  down  with  today’s  date.  You  will
retake the audit at the end of the book and again ninety days after
you start applying the PROOF framework. The direction the number
moves matters more than the number itself.
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The Door That’s Still Open

The three doors that used to open for people like us are not locked.
They are open to everyone, which means walking through them no
longer gets you anywhere special. Mockups, explanations, and cold
messages are now the minimum, not an advantage.

One thing, however, has become more valuable rather than less.
Your  clients  are  drowning  in  information  and  possibilities.  What
they can’t generate for themselves is certainty, the confidence that a
particular path is right for their particular business. That is what an
expert provides,  and it  is  what the rest  of  this book will  help you
prove.

To do that,  you first  need to  understand the  person across  the
table, because your client has changed as much as the tools have. In
the next chapter, we meet the informed buyer, the client who has
already asked the AI before ever talking to you.
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E N D  O F  T H E  F R E E  S A M P L E

You’ve seen the problem.
The rest of the book is the fix.
P R O O F

The full book walks you through all five pillars of the PROOF
framework, with a practical tool at the end of every chapter:

The “What AI Can’t Tell Them” Map and the Authority Positioning
Statement

The Relationship Calendar and the 52-Week Content Map

The Diagnostic-First Sales Call script

The 10/10 Delivery Checklist and the referral scripts

The Partner Scorecard and the 90-Day PROOF Plan

Get the complete book, in ebook or paperback, from the page where
you downloaded this chapter.

GET THE FULL BOOK

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 


