
PRAISE FOR STAND-OUT MARKETING

‘Based on highly credible, thorough research, this pragmatic book deals 
with an age-old problem of how to give customers something of stand-out 
value that they are prepared to pay for. I commend it to you.’
Professor Malcolm McDonald, Emeritus Professor, Cranfield University School 

of Management

‘For organizations to stand out they need people to stand out. This book 
offers invaluable advice, based on credible research, about how your market-
ing and sales professionals excel now and into the future.’
Clare Kemsley, Managing Director, UK and Ireland, Hays Marketing

‘After more than 30 years in B2B sales and marketing, specializing in busi-
ness turnarounds for the last decade, it always amazes me how many 
companies fail to do the fundamentals of positioning their business in a 
hyper-competitive marketplace, let alone have the competencies to do so. 
Stand-Out Marketing makes you look in the mirror and identify some 
potentially uncomfortable truths, while providing some fantastic insights on 
sharpening your clarity and cut through to target customers. A book I would 
highly recommend and will often come back to.’
Tom Craig, CEO, Craig Roxburgh Consulting, former Group Director, Vodafone 

Business Services, former President, IP Networking, BT Global Services

‘Customers today are overwhelmed with information to help them make 
choices. The fact that organizations all seem to offer the same things that 
don’t appear to help customers, often means customers are paralyzed as the 
choice becomes too difficult. If you want to find out how to help your 
organization develop the competency to swim away from this “sea of same-
ness” and differentiate yourself, you must read this book!’
Colin Shaw, CEO and Founder, Beyond Philosophy 
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‘Great to find a book that recognizes that to give customers something 
meaningfully different, you need the people competencies and the leadership 
to be able stand out from the crowd. A must-read for sales and marketing 
leaders who want to develop the talent to set their organization apart.’
Andrew Crouch, CEO, UniTek Global Services 

‘It’s increasingly hard for businesses to differentiate themselves in today’s 
hyper-crowded marketplace. Far too many companies are pumping out the 
same bland messages that fail to resonate with customers. This excellent 
book equips sales and marketing professionals with the capabilities to stand 
out in this “sea of sameness”.’
Nick de Cent, Editor-in-Chief, The International Journal of Sales Transformation 

‘Top-performing companies that get ahead of the competition have great 
alignment between sales and marketing rooted in customer thinking. 
I  commend this book as it provides great clarity for both marketing and 
sales leaders about the competencies required to develop and deliver 
outstanding customer value.’
Andy McFarlane, Enterprise Value Creation Executive, Telstra

STAND OUT MARKETING_01_KELLY_9781789664829.indb   2 22-10-2020   13:02:31



Stand-Out Marketing
How to differentiate your organization  

in a Sea of Sameness

Simon Kelly

Stacey Danheiser

Paul Johnston

STAND OUT MARKETING_01_KELLY_9781789664829.indb   3 22-10-2020   13:02:31



First published in Great Britain and the United States in 2021 by Kogan Page Limited

Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of research or private study, or criticism or review, as 
permitted under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, this publication may only be 
reproduced, stored or transmitted, in any form or by any means, with the prior permission in 
writing of the publishers, or in the case of reprographic reproduction in accordance with the terms 
and licences issued by the CLA. Enquiries concerning reproduction outside these terms should be 
sent to the publishers at the undermentioned addresses:

Publisher’s note
Every possible effort has been made to ensure that the information contained in this book is 
accurate at the time of going to press, and the publishers and authors cannot accept 
responsibility for any errors or omissions, however caused. No responsibility for loss or 
damage occasioned to any person acting, or refraining from action, as a result of the material 
in this publication can be accepted by the editor, the publisher or the authors.

2nd Floor, 45 Gee Street
London
EC1V 3RS
United Kingdom

www.koganpage.com

122 W 27th St, 10th Floor
New York, NY 10001
USA

4737/23 Ansari Road
Daryaganj
New Delhi 110002
India

Kogan Page books are printed on paper from sustainable forests.

© Simon Kelly, Stacey Danheiser and Paul Johnston, 2021

The rights of Simon Kelly, Stacey Danheiser and Paul Johnston to be identified as the authors of this 
work have been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

ISBNs

Hardback	 978 1 78966 484 3
Paperback	 978 1 78966 482 9
Ebook	 978 1 78966 483 6

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

A CIP record for this book is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Number

2020041887

Typeset by Integra Software Services, Pondicherry
Print production managed by Jellyfish
Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon CR0 4YY

STAND OUT MARKETING_01_KELLY_9781789664829.indb   4 22-10-2020   13:02:31

http://www.koganpage.com


To our mothers, Mary Kelly, June Johnston and Phyllis Ekstrom – for 
instilling in us a love of learning and inspiring us to try new things.

STAND OUT MARKETING_01_KELLY_9781789664829.indb   5 22-10-2020   13:02:31



STAND OUT MARKETING_01_KELLY_9781789664829.indb   6 22-10-2020   13:02:31



CONTENTS

List of figures and tables  xi

About the authors  xiii

Foreword by Professor Malcolm McDonald  xiv

Preface  xvi

Acknowledgements  xxi

01	 B2B organizations are stuck in a Sea of Sameness  1

	 Why should a customer choose YOU?  1

	 Research reveals customers are stuck in a Sea of Sameness  3

	 Not just a telecommunications industry problem  10

	 Recognizing the Sea of Sameness is everywhere  15

	 Following the herd  17

	 References and further reading  19

02	 Why does sameness happen in B2B marketing?  21

	 Introduction  21

	 Why does sameness happen?  21

	 Differentiation and distinctiveness: what’s the difference and why it 
  matters to you  26

	 What experienced B2B professionals told us about the pursuit of 
  differentiation and swimming away from sameness  29

	 Conclusion  41

	 References and further reading  42

03	 The V.A.L.U.E. competency framework – core competencies 
for B2B differentiation  44

	 V.A.L.U.E. competencies – what are they?  45

	 What’s to come?  55

	 How do you fare against our competency framework?  55

	 References and further reading  56

STAND OUT MARKETING_01_KELLY_9781789664829.indb   7 22-10-2020   13:02:31



CONTENTSviii

04	 The role of sales and marketing in B2B organizations – 
what is important?  58

	 What is the role of sales?  59

	 Sales roles – have you got them covered?  65

	 Marketing roles  66

	 Marketing roles – have you got them covered?  75

	 In summary  76

	 References and further reading  78

05	 The visionary – competencies for seeing the next 
competitive move  79

	 What do we mean by visionary competency?  79

	 Why is visionary competency so important?  80

	 Why the difference between individual visionary competency and a 
  corporate vision mission statement matters  82

	 What does good look like?  83

	 Enabling factors for visionary competency  84

	 Derailers of visionary competency  84

	 Visionary competency elements  86

	 Visionary competency assessment  93

	 References and further reading  95

06	 The activator – competencies for getting things done  97

	 What do we mean by activation competencies?  97

	 Why are activation competencies so important?  98

	 What does good look like?  100

	 Enabling conditions for successful activation  100

	 Derailers – what can prevent effective activation?  103

	 Mobilizers for activation  107

	 Competencies for activation  110

	 Chapter summary  122

	 References and further reading  123

07	 The learner – competencies for staying in tune with your 
customers  125

	 Learning is continuous  125

	 What is a learner?  126

STAND OUT MARKETING_01_KELLY_9781789664829.indb   8 22-10-2020   13:02:31



CONTENTS ix

	 The value of learning  127

	 Developing as a learner  133

	 Common pitfalls that impede learning  140

	 Final thoughts  145

	 References and further reading  147

08	 Usefulness – competencies for becoming indispensable  
to your customers  149

	 What does it mean to be useful?  149

	 Why is being useful so important?  153

	 Connecting the dots  156

	 What does good look like? Usefulness competencies  157

	 Chapter summary  167

	 References and further reading  168

09	 The evaluator – competencies for making good decisions  170

	 What do we mean by evaluator competencies?  170

	 Why is evaluation so important?  173

	 How well are you evaluating right now?  174

	 How good are organizations at evaluating ROMI?  177

	 What does good look like?  180

	 Evaluator competencies – so what are they?  184

	 Chapter summary  188

	 References and further reading  190

10	 Building a V.A.L.U.E. competency culture  192

	 Differentiation is a whole company initiative  192

	 So what do we mean by organizational culture?  193

	 A V.A.L.U.E. competency culture is an innovative culture  195

	 The importance of employee engagement and organizational  
  learning  199

	 Things that undermine a V.A.L.U.E. culture  200

	 References and further reading  202

STAND OUT MARKETING_01_KELLY_9781789664829.indb   9 22-10-2020   13:02:31



CONTENTSx

11	 Using V.A.L.U.E. competencies to stand out from  
your competitors  205

	 The relationship between skills, competency, culture and 
  leadership  206

	 Golden threads of stand-out marketing  207

	 Who is responsible for competency mapping?  208

	 Identifying behavioural indicators of competency  209

	 V.A.L.U.E. competency mapping  209

	 Afterword  226

	 Stand-out marketing  227

	 References and further reading  229

Index  230

STAND OUT MARKETING_01_KELLY_9781789664829.indb   10 22-10-2020   13:02:31



LIST OF FIGURES AND TABLES

FIGURES

Figure 1.1	 Most overused words on telecom websites  6

Figure 1.2	 Data centre marketing claims  12

Figure 1.3	 Most frequently used words in university marketing  15

Figure 2.1	 Good differentiation–bad differentiation scale  41

Figure 3.1	 V.A.L.U.E. competency framework  46

Figure 3.2	 Just because you are unique...  51

Figure 4.1	 Connecting the dots  60

Figure 4.2	 Zone of Balanced Advocacy  63

Figure 4.3	 Branding – the role of marketing  67

Figure 4.4	 The new marketing and sales funnel  72

Figure 6.1	 Do you really listen?  114

Figure 6.2	 Conditions for negotiation  115

Figure 7.1	 Top core marketing generalist skills  129

Figure 7.2	 It starts with a learning mindset  130

Figure 7.3	 Building your unique value proposition  131

Figure 7.4	 The forgetting curve  142

Figure 7.5	 Applying the Kolb Learning Cycle  144

Figure 8.1	 The Usefulness Triangle  150

Figure 9.1	 Evaluation in the marketing and sales process  172

Figure 9.2	 C-Zone for stand-out marketing and sales programmes  187

Figure 10.1	 Appropriate cultural conditions support V.A.L.U.E. 
competency and achievement of stand-out marketing  198

Figure 11.1	 Stand-out marketing, competency, leadership and 
culture  208

Figure 11.2	 Owl of Athena  226

TABLES

Table 1.1	 Sea of Sameness research summary  9

Table 2.1	 Value focus considerations  40

Table 3.1	 Competency self-assessment scoresheet  56

Table 4.1	 Checklist of sales roles  66

Table 4.2	 Top five marketing roles  75

STAND OUT MARKETING_01_KELLY_9781789664829.indb   11 22-10-2020   13:02:32



LIST OF FIGURES AND TABLESxii

Table 4.3	 Key marketing and sales roles  76

Table 4.4	 Notes page for key competencies  77

Table 5.1	 Visionary competency scale  94

Table 6.1	 GRRIPS Alignment Framework  107

Table 6.2	 Negotiation drill  116

Table 6.3	 Contextualization drill  121

Table 6.4	 Activation conditions and competencies  122

Table 6.5	 Visionary and Activator Competencies  123

Table 7.1	 Reflection questions  132

Table 7.2	 Learning assessment  146

Table 7.3	 Learner value competencies  147

Table 8.1	 Usefulness Matrix  165

Table 8.2	 Value competency summary  167

Table 9.1	 Evaluator competencies and components  189

Table 9.2	 V.A.L.U.E. competencies  190

Table 10.1	 The general structure of organizational culture  194

Table 10.2	 V.A.L.U.E. culture self-assessment inventory  201

Table 11.1	 Visionary competency map  210

Table 11.2	 Activator competency map  212

Table 11.3	 Learner competency map  215

Table 11.4	 Usefulness competency map  218

Table 11.5	 Evaluator competency map  221

Table 11.6	 Golden threads for stand-out marketing  223

STAND OUT MARKETING_01_KELLY_9781789664829.indb   12 22-10-2020   13:02:32



ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Dr Simon Kelly has 35 years’ experience in the ICT industry in customer 
service, sales, and marketing. He pioneered the move from ‘product push’ to 
‘value-based’ selling while he was Marketing Director (SVP) at BT. A ‘praca-
demic’, he has developed innovative marketing and sales skills modules at 
Sheffield Business School where he was a Senior Lecturer. He is currently 
CEO of Cohesion Marketing Services, a principal of Shake Marketing 
Group and lecturer in Marketing and Sales at York Management School.

Stacey Danheiser is CEO of Shake Marketing Group based in south Florida 
(US), where she helps B2B organizations tune into and deliver customer 
value to drive business growth. Prior to founding Shake Marketing Group, 
Stacey spent 15 years leading marketing strategy, field marketing and sales 
activation programmes inside of various Fortune 500 companies.

Dr Paul Johnston worked as a principal lecturer in marketing at Sheffield 
Business School, Sheffield Hallam University for 10 years. Prior to this, he 
spent 20 years in the gambling and electronics games industry with board-
level roles in competitive strategy, key account management, marketing 
research, and product innovation.

STAND OUT MARKETING_01_KELLY_9781789664829.indb   13 22-10-2020   13:02:32



FOREWORD

All products today are excellent, a fact that I have had confirmed by thou-
sands of delegates at my conferences over the past few years (using 
computerized audience response systems to ensure confidentiality and 
honest answers). Let’s face it, products have to be excellent today for them 
even to be considered by customers. It is, therefore, highly unlikely that 
functionality will be the deciding factor.

This, however, presents a major challenge for suppliers and they have to 
find some way of differentiating themselves.

The authors of this book cleverly spell out this dilemma by using the 
expression the ‘Sea of Sameness’. In the fast-moving consumer goods 
domain, which I knew well as Marketing and Sales Director of Canada 
Dry, the big supermarkets used to refer to such products as ‘pimply little 
me-toos’ and guess what? Yes, they used to drive the prices of such prod-
ucts down.

The truth, of course, is that it is the depth of knowledge the supplier has 
of their customers and their business that matters today, as they are then 
capable of building trusting relationships that don’t just help them avoid 
disadvantage, but which create advantage for their customers.

Is it worth doing what the authors call ‘Stand-Out Marketing’?
I can tell you that after a long career in B2B marketing and in particular 

from my experience with my Key Account Management Global Best Practice 
research club at Cranfield University School of Management (sponsored by 
the likes of 3M, Siemens, Rolls-Royce and many others and still going 
strong), it most definitely is. Buying directors over the 23-year life of the 
research club always confirm that it is only a tiny percentage of suppliers 
who create advantage for them and for them they are prepared to pay a 
price premium of up to 25 per cent and often much more. All the others are 
subjected to severe discounting.

There are, of course, other books which promise to achieve the same as 
this one. This one, however, is different and lives up to its promise.

In a world where many see the destiny of marketing as the operational 
use of digital technology and software application skills, Stand Out 
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FOREWORD xv

Marketing is a welcome call to refocus management attention on strategic 
marketing competences vital for achieving sustained competitive advantage 
and increased shareholder value.

I commend it to you.

Professor Malcolm McDonald MA (Oxon) MSc PhD DLitt DSc 
Emeritus Professor, Cranfield University School of Management
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PREFACE

Why read this book

On 19 August 2019, 181 CEOs gathered at the Business Roundtable led by 
the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland to formally sign a decla-
ration to recognize that the role of a company has evolved. This one-page 
declaration reads:

Each of our stakeholders is essential. We commit to deliver value to all of them, 
for the future success of our companies, our communities and our country 
(World Economic Forum, 2019).

This is a big shift, as it rejects the previously held popular belief established 
by Milton Friedman in 1970 known as the ‘shareholder theory’ which states 
that a company only exists to make its shareholders money. This new char-
ter recognizes that shareholders are just ONE of the groups of stakeholders 
that companies are responsible for and reminds organizations not to ignore 
their customers, employees, suppliers and communities.

We wholeheartedly agree with this new assertion, but there’s one thing 
that you may subtly miss when you read the new declaration. The word 
‘value’ assumes that companies know what their stakeholders value and 
how to deliver it to them. But, as we reviewed in-depth in our previous 
book, Value-ology, ‘value’ is often poorly defined and misinterpreted. We 
like to say that value is in the eye of the beholder because everyone gets to 
decide for themselves exactly what they value – and subsequently how they 
spend their time, talents and money.

Our latest research found that whilst 83 per cent of the B2B marketing 
and sales leaders we surveyed said that it was ‘extremely important’ to be 
able to clearly articulate what makes their solution different to prospective 
customers, only 24 per cent of organizations claim to be ‘effective or 
extremely effective’ at differentiating themselves.

Our belief is that many organizations are failing to differentiate them-
selves because:

●● they don’t fully understand the importance of having a unique value 
proposition;

●● they have an internal-only view of what customers want.
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PREFACE xvii

And perhaps the biggest discovery that we made:

●● their marketing and sales teams lack the competencies needed to develop 
and communicate value.

One of the most common questions facing today’s business leaders is ‘How 
do we get customers to choose us over our competitors?’ At a time when 
only 54.3 per cent of salespeople are making their quota (CSO Insights, 
2018), and only 11 per cent of B2B buyers believe vendor representatives 
are trustworthy (Trust Radius, 2019), it’s imperative to demonstrate that 
you understand what your customers value and can communicate how your 
solution solves their problem better than anything else out there.

This book was written for you, the business leader, sales and marketing 
professional, to help you develop the competencies to set your organization 
apart, advance your career and feel job satisfaction instead of frustration. 
We wrote it because in our experience, and from the research we have done, 
we know that organizations are not good at differentiating in ways that 
resonate with their customers. And copycat marketing and sales programmes 
are not only ineffective, they leave your customers feeling uninspired, bored 
and unmotivated to take action.

While lots of books have been written about how to advance your 
marketing and sales technical skills, not many books focus on what you, as 
an individual, can do to develop yourself and your team to build long-term 
success in marketing and sales – no matter what new technology or tech-
nique comes on the market.

The competencies we’ve uncovered and are about to share aren’t some-
thing that will quickly go out of style or be replaced.

About the research

When we wrote our last book Value-ology: Aligning sales and marketing to 
shape and deliver profitable customer value propositions (Kelly, Johnston 
and Danheiser, 2017) we wanted to give business leaders, marketing and 
sales professionals a framework and some tools to enable them to resonate 
with customers by tuning in to what customers value.

The detailed research we did for Value-ology included in-depth inter-
views with marketing and sales practitioners, a practitioner survey, and lots 
of analysis of credible third-party research. We found that B2B organiza-
tions were clearly having difficulty living up to our definition of a value 
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PREFACExviii

proposition – ‘A promise of expected future value, illustrating that future 
relevant and distinct benefits will outweigh the total cost of ownership’ – 
and it was costing them in lost sales, failed bids, and fruitless marketing.

We sensed that there was a lot of ‘sameness’ out there and we saw that 
lots of organizations were saying the same things as each other, making it 
difficult for customers to choose, and leading them to choose to do nothing. 
In order to test this hunch, we developed a new research programme.

Stand-Out Marketing is based on research we conducted from 2017 to 
2019. We sought to understand:

●● the current state of how organizations are communicating their unique 
value proposition;

●● why there seems to be a ‘sameness’ problem in customer-facing communi
cations;

●● competency gaps and priorities within the marketing and sales functions.

In the first phase, we compared websites and Twitter feeds for the largest 
organizations in three industry sectors: Telecommunications, Data Centres 
and Higher Education. Our research showed that the customers are left 
swimming in a ‘Sea of Sameness’ where all the companies are saying exactly 
the same thing to them. We explore the results of the ‘Sea of Sameness’ 
research in-depth in Chapters 1 and 2.

In the second phase, we conducted 1:1 interviews with over 20 business 
and sales and marketing leaders across a variety of industries. The combined 
experience of the individuals we interviewed spanned 119 companies and 
54 industry sectors. We discussed the competency gaps that exist within 
today’s marketing and sales professionals and what organizations are doing 
to differentiate and stand out from the competition. We also ran an online 
survey consisting of over 50 global responses to further understand compe-
tency gaps and organizational priorities. Our research was conducted using 
academic ethical research protocols to ensure participant anonymity and 
consent for the use of interview quotations.

Getting the most out of this book

Through a mix of explanations, case studies from our interviews, thought-
provoking questions and plenty of practical advice and exercises to 
implement, this book was written to help you:
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PREFACE xix

1	 diagnose where/if your organization is stuck in the ‘sea of sameness’;

2	 understand the implications of not making a change;

3	 provide a competency framework with ideas and strategies you can use 
to get out of the sea of sameness and differentiate your business.

Since the bulk of the book details the competencies that you, as an individ-
ual, can develop and prioritize for your team and company, let’s be clear that 
competency is much more than skill. Skill is readily trainable and focused on 
learning how to do a specific task, such as creating ads on Facebook. 
Competency, on the other hand, requires the ability to draw from knowl-
edge and experience, blend thoughts, feelings and actions to make sense of 
situations and act effectively. Competency is evidence of professional insight 
and wisdom and involves demonstrating a high level of ability in interpreta-
tion, pragmatism, judgement and decision making.

Higher-level competency is your source of competitive differentiation. 
Without it, your pursuit of sustained competitive advantage will be at best 
hit and miss and at worst an ongoing miserable journey of below-average 
performance. The right people with the right abilities, working together in 
the right culture is the only path to sustained successful performance: after 
all, business is and always will be about people.

Ultimately this book is here to help you answer two questions:

1	 Do our business leaders, sales and marketing people have the competency 
to help your organization stand out?

2	 If you are a marketing or sales practitioner this becomes a much more 
personal question: do you have the competency to help your organization 
stand out?

Good luck in your quest to be meaningfully different for your customers 
and your own company.
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