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Abstract: Sales pipelines measure commercial possibilities, but they do not always reveal whether customers are ready to make 

decisions. This conceptual article examines the difference between buyer interest and verified commitment in business development 

serving the American market. Drawing on published research on B2B buying, digital channels, artificial intelligence and employee 

engagement, it introduces the Commitment Gap as a practitioner lens and proposes the CARE framework: Customer Reality, 

Alignment, Relationship Credibility and Execution Ownership. The paper uses a narrative review and an illustrative implementation 

framework rather than original field data. It argues that revenue forecasts become more credible when sellers verify buying actions, 

respect customer autonomy and coordinate promises across teams. The proposed framework remains unvalidated and is offered for 

future empirical testing. 
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1. Introduction 
 

A discovery call can go well in every visible respect. The 

prospect is attentive, asks sensible questions and agrees that 

the proposed service could help. Notes are entered into the 

customer relationship management system. The opportunity 

moves forward. Two weeks later, however, the decision has 

not advanced. There is no confirmed budget owner, the legal 

team has not reviewed the proposal and the person who liked 

the demonstration is not the person authorised to sign. The 

sales record shows progress; the buying process may not have 

moved at all. 

 

This is a composite example used to illustrate a common 

commercial problem, not a description of a particular client 

or a claimed personal experience. It reveals the distinction at 

the heart of this paper. Sales activity is observable, but 

customer commitment must be established through evidence. 

A meeting, a positive reply and even a request for a proposal 

are not interchangeable with a buying decision. 

 

The American market is particularly useful for examining this 

distinction because business buyers can research suppliers 

independently, compare offers quickly and involve several 

internal functions before agreeing to a contract. A seller who 

responds only by increasing contact frequency may miss the 

real obstacle. The better question is not simply, “How do we 

get the prospect to reply?” It is, “What must become true 

inside the customer’s organisation for a responsible decision 

to happen?” This article takes the perspective of a business 

development practitioner. It uses published research as 

evidence and offers a framework for interpretation. It does not 

claim access to private corporate sales records, original 

interviews or unreported survey results. 

 

2. Literature Survey 
 

The assumption that more contact necessarily creates more 

sales has become harder to defend. Gartner reported in June 

2025 that 61% of 632 surveyed B2B buyers preferred an 

overall experience without a sales representative. In the same 

survey, 73% said they actively avoided suppliers sending 

irrelevant outreach. The finding does not mean that all buyers 

dislike salespeople. It means that unwanted attention has a 

cost, and the seller must earn a place in the buying process 

(Gartner, 2025). 

 

Gartner also reported that 69% of respondents encountered 

inconsistent information between supplier websites and sales 

representatives. That is not merely a marketing problem. A 

buyer asked to trust a supplier may reasonably hesitate when 

the product description, commercial promise and 

salesperson’s explanation do not agree. Credibility is built 

across the entire organisation, not in the charisma of one 

representative. 

 

A later Gartner survey of 645 B2B buyers, reported in May 

2026, adds an important complication. Sixty nine percent 

preferred to validate information produced by artificial 

intelligence with a sales representative. Buyers may want to 

research without interruption and still want an informed 

person when the consequences of a decision become serious 

(Gartner, 2026). The opportunity for the seller is therefore not 

to monopolise information but to make uncertainty 

manageable. 

 

For a business development manager, this changes the 

meaning of a good conversation. Repeating what is already 

on the website adds little. Explaining implementation risks, 

clarifying pricing assumptions, identifying the right internal 

stakeholders and being candid about limitations may add 

considerably more. The best sales interaction is not always 

the longest one. It is the one that helps the buyer make a sound 

decision. The first two figures come from the 2025 Gartner 

release and the third from the 2026 release. They are separate 

surveys, not a single US only sample. Source details appear 

in the references. 
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3. Problem Definition 
 

I use the term Commitment Gap for the distance between a 

buyer’s expressed interest and the buyer actions that show a  

decision is genuinely moving forward. It is not a claim that 

prospects are dishonest. A buyer may be sincere and still lack 

the authority, funding, urgency or organisational agreement 

needed to proceed. The gap can also be created by the seller, 

for example when the proposal does not address an important 

concern or the implementation plan is unclear. 

 

The distinction matters because sales forecasts can become 

conversations about optimism rather than evidence. Teams 

sometimes treat a verbal expression of enthusiasm as though 

it were a formal milestone. A manager who challenges this 

assumption need not be pessimistic. The purpose is to protect 

the team’s time and give the customer a more useful next 

conversation. 

 

A practical review should ask whether the customer has 

identified the problem in their own terms, whether the 

economic buyer is known, whether decision criteria have 

been discussed, whether the next step has a named owner and 

date, and whether implementation concerns have been 

surfaced. These questions overlap with established 

qualification practice. The proposed contribution here is to 

connect them explicitly to the human work of building trust 

and the leadership work of preventing false confidence. 

 

The term is a practitioner construct. Related ideas exist in 

sales qualification, buying group alignment, pipeline hygiene 

and forecast discipline. Its usefulness will depend on whether 

managers can define and measure it consistently. It should not 

be described as a scientifically established theory. 

 

A provisional measure, not a validated score One possible 

operational measure is the share of recorded buyer 

commitments that lack independently checkable evidence. If 

a team logs 40 commitments and 18 are supported by 

documented buyer actions, 22 remain unverified. The 

unverified share is 55%. This is a hypothetical teaching 

example, not a reported result. A robust measurement system 

would have to define what counts as a commitment, avoid 

penalising early stage opportunities and examine whether the 

measure predicts actual outcomes. 

 

More useful than the number alone is the discussion it 

prompts. What was promised? By whom? What evidence 

would make the next stage credible? And what help does the 

team need to remove the obstacle without pressuring the 

customer into a premature answer? 

 

4. Methodology and Proposed Approach 
 

CARE stands for Commitment Aligned Revenue Execution. 

It is intended as a simple decision framework for business 

development managers who must balance sales targets, 

customer needs and team capability. Its four parts are 

mutually reinforcing rather than four consecutive stages. 

C. Customer Reality Customer Reality begins with the 

circumstances in which the buyer must operate. The customer 

may value a solution but be unable to implement it this 

quarter. Their finance team may be protecting cash, their 

operations team may lack capacity or their leadership may be 

unwilling to accept migration risk. These constraints are not 

objections to be overcome through a better script. They are 

facts that should shape the commercial proposal. 

 

The manager’s task is to coach sellers to listen for the buyer’s 

actual business problem rather than only for buying signals. 

Good discovery includes what success would look like, what 

might go wrong, who carries the risk and how a decision 

would be justified internally. 

 

A. Alignment means that the customer’s decision process, the 

supplier’s promises and the internal delivery plan fit together. 

A salesperson should not promise a deadline that operations 

cannot meet. Nor should a proposal advance as “nearly 

closed” if the decision maker has not participated. Alignment 

requires honest coordination across sales, finance, legal, 

delivery and customer success, as well as with the buyer’s 

stakeholders. 

 

R. Relationship Credibility Relationship Credibility is built 

when the supplier behaves predictably, communicates 

limitations and respects the buyer’s time. It may mean 

advising a prospect that a particular package is unnecessary, 

admitting that a requested feature is not available or 

postponing a sale until implementation can be supported. 

Such decisions can be uncomfortable under quarterly 

pressure. They may nevertheless preserve the conditions for 

a longer commercial relationship. 

 

E. Execution Ownership Execution Ownership is the point at 

which leadership becomes visible. Someone must make sure 

agreed actions happen, questions receive accurate answers 

and the customer is not passed from one department to 

another without context. Ownership is not 

micromanagement. It is a clear understanding of who will do 

what, when and why, supported by managers who remove 

obstacles rather than simply demand updates. 

 

5. Results and Discussion: Channel Strategy 
 

McKinsey’s 2024 B2B Pulse research, based on nearly 4,000 

decision makers across 13 countries, found that buyers’ 

preferred interaction modes were broadly divided among in 

person, remote and digital self service. This pattern, often 

described as a rule of thirds, makes it difficult to justify a 

single approach to every account (McKinsey, 2024). It is a 

multinational finding and should not be mistaken for a US 

specific market share. 

 

For American account development, the implication is 

practical. Some buyers want a short email with a clear 

business case. Others want a conversation with a technical 

specialist. Some prefer to evaluate independently until they 

reach a specific question. A manager should not confuse 

consistency of commercial standards with uniformity of 

customer treatment. 

 

5.1 Artificial Intelligence and Sales Judgement 

 

Artificial intelligence is no longer a distant possibility for 

sales teams. Salesforce reported in its 2026 State of Sales 

findings that 87% of surveyed sales organisations used some 
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form of AI. Its research also found that 54% had used AI 

agents and 55% of sales professionals used AI for 

prospecting. Salesforce describes the underlying survey as 

global and product agnostic; these figures should not be 

presented as US only statistics (Salesforce, 2026). 

 

AI can help a business development professional prepare for 

a call, identify account changes, summarise a conversation 

and reduce repetitive administrative work. Used well, these 

tools can return time to the parts of selling that require 

attention. Used carelessly, they can produce more messages 

that look personal but are not relevant. The distinction matters 

because Gartner’s findings show the cost of irrelevant 

outreach. 

 

An AI generated account summary may sound authoritative 

while missing a recent organisational change or misreading a 

company’s priorities. A responsible seller checks important 

claims before contacting the buyer. 

 

Equally, automated follow up should not continue after the 

customer has clearly declined or requested a pause. Respect 

for boundaries is part of relationship credibility. The best use 

of AI may be less glamorous than automated persuasion. It 

can make customer records cleaner, prepare thoughtful 

questions and help managers detect opportunities that have 

remained at the same stage without a meaningful buyer 

action. The human contribution then becomes more valuable, 

not less: deciding what matters, recognising what the 

software does not know and taking responsibility for the 

conversation. 

 

The CARE framework places AI inside, rather than above, 

commercial judgement. Customer Reality requires 

verification. Alignment requires shared facts. Relationship 

Credibility requires honest communication. 

 

Execution Ownership requires a named person who is 

answerable for what happens next. None of those 

responsibilities can be delegated entirely to a generated 

message. 

 

5.2 Team Leadership and Revenue Quality 

 

A team can have a strong sales playbook and still struggle if 

its members are exhausted, afraid to report bad news or 

rewarded only for visible activity. Gallup’s 2026 State of the 

Global Workplace report found that global manager 

engagement declined to 22% in 2025. Gallup also reported 

that US manager engagement stood at 36% that year. These 

are engagement findings, not direct measures of sales team 

effectiveness, but they underline the pressures facing people 

who are expected to motivate others while meeting their own 

responsibilities (Gallup, 2026). 

 

For a business development manager, leadership is often 

exercised in ordinary moments. A representative says that a 

prospect has gone silent. A weak response is to demand 

another sequence of calls. A better response is to examine 

whether the last discussion produced a real next step, whether 

the customer has an unresolved concern and whether a 

different person or piece of information would be useful. 

Sometimes the correct decision is to stop pursuing an 

opportunity that has no credible path forward. 

 

This approach does not mean avoiding performance 

standards. It means holding people accountable for decisions 

within their control while recognising that buyers have 

agency. A healthy sales culture can be ambitious without 

treating every unanswered message as a personal failure. It 

can review conversion rates while also asking whether the 

team has sufficient training, usable information and support 

from other departments. 

 

A manager applying CARE would review opportunities in 

two ways. The first is commercial: value, stage, timing, 

buying group and evidence. The second is human: quality of 

the conversation, clarity of expectations, trust, workload and 

the obstacles a seller cannot remove alone. Neither view is 

sufficient by itself. 

 

There is also an ethical dimension. Pressure to close can 

encourage optimistic forecasts, excessive follow up or 

promises that delivery teams cannot honour. Leaders shape 

what becomes acceptable by the questions they ask and the 

behaviour they reward. If a manager praises only deal size, 

sellers learn that size matters more than fit. If the manager 

also values accurate qualification and long term customer 

outcomes, the incentives begin to change. 

 

5.3 Practical Implementation 

 

The framework can be tested through a limited 90 day pilot 

rather than introduced as another compulsory reporting 

exercise. During the first month, a team would agree on the 

evidence required for each pipeline stage. 

 

This should include buyer owned next actions, named 

stakeholders, stated decision criteria and any known delivery 

constraints. The aim is not to create more fields for sellers to 

complete. It is to remove ambiguity from the few fields that 

matter. 

 

During the second month, managers would use selected deal 

reviews to explore the Commitment Gap. The conversation 

should focus on the buyer’s process rather than on the seller’s 

confidence. Teams would compare recorded expectations 

with subsequent buyer actions, identify common reasons for 

delay and involve the relevant functions earlier. They could 

also review examples of outreach to determine whether it was 

genuinely relevant. 

 

In the third month, the team would examine whether the 

process improved forecast accuracy, opportunity progression 

and customer experience. Useful indicators include the 

percentage of opportunities with a verified next step, time 

spent in each stage, conversion by segment, forecast variance 

and post sale implementation problems. Retention and 

expansion should be considered where the sales cycle 

permits, but a 90 day pilot cannot establish long term revenue 

effects. 
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Suggested Pilot Scorecard 
Measure What it reveals 

Verified next 

actions 
Whether stated progress has buyer evidence 

Forecast variance Whether projected revenue reflects outcomes 

Stage ageing Where opportunities become stuck 

Buyer feedback Whether interactions were useful and accurate 

Delivery 

handover issues 
Whether promises survive the contract 

 

This model has limits. Some markets have very long 

procurement cycles, and buyers may be unable to provide 

evidence at every stage. A low Commitment Gap score could 

be manipulated by logging fewer commitments. 

 

Different industries also require different definitions of 

readiness. A fair pilot would compare similar accounts, 

protect early stage exploration and invite sellers to challenge 

the measurement design. 

 

6. Conclusion 
 

The purpose of business development is not to fill a system 

with attractive possibilities. It is to help a business and its 

customers reach decisions that make commercial sense. A 

healthy pipeline is useful, but it should be read as a record of 

hypotheses about future business, not as proof that future 

revenue has already been earned. 

 

Recent research points in a consistent direction. Buyers want 

more control over how they gather information. They are less 

tolerant of irrelevant outreach. They are adopting digital tools 

and AI while continuing to value informed human guidance 

at important moments. Sales teams are also working under 

managerial and organisational pressures that cannot be solved 

through additional activity alone. 

 

The Commitment Gap offers one way to name the space 

between interest and action. CARE offers a practical way to 

respond: understand Customer Reality, create Alignment, 

earn Relationship Credibility and maintain Execution 

Ownership. Neither should be treated as a finished theory. 

Their value will depend on testing them against real account 

outcomes, listening to customers and being willing to revise 

the model when evidence disagrees. 

 

The most impressive business development professional may 

not be the person who can describe the fullest pipeline. It may 

be the person who can explain which opportunities deserve 

confidence, which customers need a different conversation 

and which promises the organisation can genuinely keep.  

 

7. Future Scope 
 

Future studies should pilot CARE using anonymised 

opportunity records, buyer feedback and forecast accuracy 

across comparable sales teams. The Commitment Gap Index 

would require consistent definitions, tests of reliability and 

careful safeguards against gaming before any causal claims 

could be made. 
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