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Model Map
This model shows why complex buying systems cannot optimize for value; they can only produce 
outcomes that fall within the overlapping tolerance of the individuals who bear consequence.

1
Complex decisions are 
committee decisions

Decision power lies 
in whomever bears 

consequence

Organizations bear 
outcomes. Individuals 

bear consequence

Horse-trading 
between 

individuals 
moves 

consequence, 
tolerance 

curves, and 
perceived 
utilities of 
decisions

2
Individuals evaluate consequence in two 

dimensions: Identity Utility and Selfish Utility

3
In that two-dimensional space, each individual 

has a tolerance curve that defines decision 
survivability at a point in time

4
Each decision contains multiple embedded 

decisions mapped in that space: act/don’t act, 
build vs buy, which vendor

5
The final outcome emerges from the set that 

survives tolerance for all individuals with 
consequence

This model explains why decisions are hard, who decides, and why nothing moves.
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Executive
Summary

Complex B2B purchases stall even when value is clear, champions are 
engaged, and ROI is proven. Traditional explanations such as indecisive 
buyers, insufficient urgency, and weak messaging fail to predict which 
deals will close and which will collapse. This paper offers a structural 
explanation.

The patterns described here emerge from decades of direct involvement 
in complex B2B sales and marketing, including firsthand exposure 
to thousands of enterprise buying systems across industries and 
organizational contexts. The intent is not to prescribe tactics, but to 
explain why complex buying systems behave as they do.

While the dynamics examined here likely characterize most complex 
organizational decisions - mergers and acquisitions, strategic 
partnerships, major capital investments - we focus exclusively on B2B 
buying decisions.

Complex buying is not a single rational decision made by a unified 
committee. It is the emergent result of multiple individuals, each 
evaluating personal consequence through two independent dimensions: 
what the decision does to them, selfish utility, and what it says about 
them, identity utility. These evaluations create tolerance curves, 
boundaries beyond which action becomes impossible regardless of 
organizational value.

When tolerance curves do not overlap across required decision-makers, 
no amount of persuasion, ROI demonstration, or executive sponsorship 
will force convergence. The system cannot produce outcomes that 
exceed what participants can personally tolerate. This explains persistent 
patterns such as why safer options beat better ones, why decisions 
collapse late without new information, why “do nothing” dominates, and 
why timing matters more than logic predicts.

This document establishes a first-principle model of consequence, 
power, and decision emergence in complex B2B buying systems. It 
defines the constraints within which complex buying outcomes occur. It 
does not attempt to operationalize the model for specific roles.

The application of this principle to different positions within the system, 
including sellers, marketers, customer success teams, and buying 



© 2026 Reditus Group, LLC. All rights reserved. 5

organizations themselves, will be addressed in a set of separate corollary 
documents. Each corollary translates the same foundational model into 
role-specific judgment without extending or altering the underlying 
theory.

This model is intended for senior revenue practitioners, their leadership, 
startup founders, and buyers who need to understand why complex 
deals behave as they do and what expertise looks like when current 
frameworks, playbooks, and linear process are no longer sufficient.
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Section 1.  
Complex B2B purchases are, 
by definition, committee 
decisions

The calendar invite had been on everyone’s schedule for weeks: Final 
decision: data security platform.

Ninety minutes. Seven attendees. The same group that had been 
meeting every other Tuesday since early fall.

Alex joined from a conference room on the third floor, laptop open, 
notes already organized. As VP of IT, he’d shepherded the evaluation 
from the beginning. Requirements gathered. Vendors shortlisted. Pilot 
completed. The numbers made sense. The platform reduced manual 
effort, closed known gaps, and integrated cleanly with existing systems. 
From a technical standpoint, the decision felt done.

Legal joined a few minutes late. Compliance was already on the call. 
Procurement had dialed in from another meeting. Finance came on 
muted, camera off. The security architect sat quietly, scrolling through 
the deck for the third time this month.

Alex walked through the summary. Nothing new. No surprises. The 
same recommendation he’d made twice already.

When he finished, there was a pause.

Compliance spoke first. “I’m still uncomfortable with the timing,” she 
said. “We’ve got an audit coming up. If anything goes wrong during 
implementation, that’s on us.”

Alex nodded. That concern had come up before. They’d addressed it. 
The vendor had references. The rollout plan was phased. Risk was lower 
than staying where they were.

Procurement jumped in next. “We’re fine with the vendor,” he said, “but 
the contract language around data residency still needs tightening. 
Legal hasn’t signed off.”
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Legal cleared her throat. “We’re not blocking,” she said carefully. “We 
just need more clarity. If there’s an issue, liability isn’t evenly shared.”

Finance unmuted. “From a budget perspective, this is fine,” he said. “But 
if we defer to Q2, it helps smooth some other pressure we’re under.”

The security architect finally spoke. “Technically, this is the right 
solution,” he said. “But if we’re being honest, the current system hasn’t 
failed us yet.”

Alex felt the familiar tightening in his chest. None of this was new. None 
of it contradicted the value of the solution. And yet, the room felt heavier 
than it had a month ago.

He looked at the faces on the screen. No one seemed opposed. No one 
was advocating strongly either. Everyone had a reasonable point. Each 
concern, taken alone, was manageable.

Taken together, they formed something else.

“So,” Alex said, trying to keep his tone neutral, “what do we need to see 
to move forward?”

Silence again. Not awkward. Just real.

Compliance glanced down at her notes. Legal avoided the camera. 
Finance shrugged slightly. Procurement suggested revisiting after the 
audit. Someone proposed another check-in next month.

The meeting ended the way the last one had: action items, follow-ups, 
no decision.

After the call, Alex sat alone in the room longer than he needed to. He 
replayed the conversation, trying to pinpoint what had shifted. The 
value was still there. The risks were understood. The recommendation 
hadn’t changed.

And yet, momentum had quietly evaporated.

Nothing had gone wrong.

So why did nothing move?
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A B2B purchase is complex when no single person can make the 
decision alone. That is the defining feature. Not deal size or contract 
length. Not enterprise vs SMB.

Complexity begins the moment unilateral authority disappears.

In these situations, multiple individuals participate in the decision. Each 
does so in a different way:

	• Some must approve.
	• Some can veto or constrain.
	• Some influence direction without formal authority.
	• Some are responsible for execution after the decision is made.

Each of these roles shapes the outcome, even if none of them “owns” the 
decision outright.

This matters because it defines the correct unit to focus on.

The unit is not the company.
It is the individual operating inside a system.

The rational-committee counterfactual 
A common assumption in B2B selling is that buying committees behave 
like unified, rational decision-makers. Under this view, individuals debate, 
share information, weigh tradeoffs, and converge on the option that is 
best for the organization.

If this were true, several things would reliably happen:

	• Decisions would converge as information increased.
	• Late-stage objections would diminish, not intensify.
	• Decision speed would correlate primarily with data quality and clarity.

But that is not what experienced sellers observe.

In practice:

	• Objections often appear late, after months of alignment.
	• Additional information can stall or reverse momentum.
	• Decisions slow down even when data is strong and consensus seems 

close.

These patterns are not edge cases. They are the norm in complex deals.
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What this tells us 

If committees behaved as single rational agents, these outcomes would 
be rare. Instead, they are persistent and predictable.

That tells us something important: Committee behavior cannot be 
explained by treating the group as a single rational decision-maker.

Complex B2B decisions do not fail or stall because organizations are 
irrational.

They behave this way because individuals within the system are 
optimizing for different outcomes, under different constraints, with 
different consequences attached.

Understanding complex buying starts here.

You can’t model a committee like a person. 

The company doesn’t decide.
The org chart doesn’t decide.

A group doesn’t decide. 

Individuals do; inside a system that constrains what they can 
tolerate.
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Section 2.  
In stable organizational 
systems, power derives from 
consequence

The decision technically belonged to the steering committee.

On paper, it was balanced. The CIO chaired it. Finance had a seat. 
Product, Security, and Operations were represented. Everyone affected 
by the platform migration was “at the table.”

In practice, everyone knew whose opinion mattered most.

The proposal on the agenda was an infrastructure consolidation. Two 
data platforms into one. Lower long-term cost. Fewer integration points. 
Cleaner reporting. The analysis had been circulating for weeks, and 
most people agreed it was directionally right.

But the tone in the room was cautious.

The CIO opened by asking for concerns.

Product spoke first. “From a roadmap standpoint, this slows us down for 
a quarter,” she said. “We’ll have to re-sequence some features.”

Finance nodded. “Short-term spend is higher than we’d like,” he added. 
“But over eighteen months, it pencils out.”

Security raised a familiar point about migration risk. Nothing new. 
Known tradeoffs.

Then Operations spoke.

“If this goes sideways,” he said, “my team is the one fielding calls at two 
in the morning. Not Product. Not Finance. Us.”

The room went quiet.
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He wasn’t emotional. He wasn’t threatening. He was stating something 
everyone recognized as true.

The CIO asked a follow-up. “What would make this workable for you?”

Operations hesitated. “More phased control,” he said. “Clear rollback 
authority. And I need final say on cutover timing.”

Product pushed back gently. “That level of control will slow delivery.”

Operations didn’t argue. “Maybe,” he said. “But if we lose data integrity 
during a cutover, it’s my name on the incident report. That doesn’t land 
evenly.”

The CIO looked around the table. No one disagreed with the facts. But 
the energy had shifted. What had been a strategic discussion now felt 
narrower, more constrained.

A few minutes later, the proposal was amended. Phased rollout. 
Additional safeguards. A revised timeline. More cost. Less upside.

No vote was taken, but the direction was clear.

After the meeting, someone joked in the hallway that Operations had 
“won.”

Operations didn’t hear it. He was already drafting an internal plan, 
mentally accounting for everything that could go wrong.

From the outside, it looked like influence.

From the inside, it felt like exposure.

And no one in the room could quite explain why some voices carried 
more weight than others, even though the org chart said they were 
equals.

But everyone felt it.
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In stable organizations, outcomes reinforce future behavior.

People are held accountable for results; sometimes formally through 
reporting lines and compensation, sometimes informally through 
reputation, trust, or career trajectory. Over time, this accountability 
shapes where influence concentrates.

A stable organizational system persists while continuing to function. This 
does not require optimal decisions. It requires that decision errors with 
material consequences get corrected faster than they accumulate.

From this, several things follow: 

	• Decisions shape future capacity.
	• One or more individuals must bear downside when decisions reduce 

that capacity.
	• Systems that survive over time concentrate decision power among 

those exposed to that downside.

If decision power is persistently decoupled from accountability, errors 
accumulate faster than correction is possible. The system destabilizes.

From this dynamic follows a principle: 
 
An individual’s power in a decision is proportional to the consequence 
they personally bear if that decision succeeds or fails.

This is not a moral claim. It is a systems claim.

Power is not granted by virtue or intent. It emerges wherever 
consequence is concentrated.

Why power and consequence must align
When influence and consequence are misaligned, predictable failure 
modes appear.

Unaccountable influence
Individuals with low exposure to downside can steer decisions without 
constraint. Influence migrates away from those who must live with the 
outcome, weakening feedback loops.

Silent resistance
Individuals who bear consequence but lack influence resist indirectly, 
often rationally. They slow decisions, narrow scope, raise objections, or 
default to inaction to protect themselves from risk they cannot control.

An individual’s 
power in a decision 
is proportional to 
the consequence 
they personally 
bear if that decision 
succeeds or fails.
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Both patterns break feedback loops. Stable systems evolve toward 
alignment because misalignment produces repeated failure.

Short-term influence can come from many places.

Only consequence sustains it over time.

Apparent exceptions, and why they do not 
last
Power can appear to come from sources other than consequence, but 
these sources are temporary unless anchored to accountability.

Common examples include:

	• Formal authority (title, role, charter)
	• Expertise or information asymmetry
	• Control of narrative or culture
	• Political leverage or coalition building
	• Founder myth or historical credit

These can confer influence temporarily. But influence without 
consequence either migrates to those bearing the risk, or the 
organization degrades until consequence catches up.

How instability can be masked

Misalignment can persist longer than expected when external forces 
absorb or delay consequence:

	• Capital buffers losses
	• Regulation protects the organization
	• Monopoly power or inertia slows feedback
	• Brand or legacy absorbs reputational damage

In these cases, consequence is not absent. It is deferred or displaced. 
When the subsidy weakens or ends, consequence reasserts. Alignment 
follows or the system fails.
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The counterfactual
If power were independent of consequence, decision outcomes would 
not correlate with who bears legal, financial, operational, or reputational 
exposure. But they do. Experienced practitioners see this pattern 
repeatedly. Consequence explains why.

Delegated Consequence:  
When a Class Assigns a Representative 
In many organizational decisions, consequence does not land on a single 
person by default. It lands on a class of people.

A platform change may create operational risk for an entire operations 
org. A compliance decision may create exposure for an entire 
compliance function. A systems outage may harm a whole customer 
support team’s credibility.

Yet committees still require a decision interface. Someone has to show 
up, speak, negotiate, and ultimately carry the responsibility of saying 
“yes” or “no” on behalf of the group.

When a class assigns a representative, consequence concentrates.

The representative does not merely “communicate” the group’s 
preference. They absorb a new category of personal exposure:

	• reputational consequence with peers inside the class
	• loss of trust if outcomes harm those they represent
	• career consequence if they are seen as the cause of avoidable harm
	• ongoing social consequence, because they remain in the system after 

the decision

This is why representative roles create real power.

Even when formal decision rights remain distributed, the representative 
becomes the person whose tolerance matters most, because they are 
the person who will be held responsible by the class they represent.

This is not an exception to the consequence principle. It is the 
mechanism by which organizations make consequence traceable.

A class can bear an outcome.
A representative experiences the consequence.

And once consequence concentrates, power follows.

When a class 
assigns a 
representative, 
consequence 
concentrates.
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Section 3.  
Organizations bear outcomes; 
individuals experience 
consequence

The risk had been on the dashboard for months.

A bright yellow box in the quarterly review: Legacy access controls. 
Elevated exposure. Moderate likelihood.

Everyone in the room had seen it before.

The CISO walked through the slide again. The issue wasn’t new. A 
patchwork of permissions accumulated over years. Contractors who 
never fully rolled off. Service accounts no one could quite trace back to 
an owner. It wasn’t catastrophic, but it wasn’t clean either.

“We’re still within policy,” he said. “But the longer we leave it, the harder 
it gets to unwind.”

Heads nodded. The risk was understood.

The CFO asked the obvious question. “What’s the impact if we don’t 
address it this year?”

The answer was careful. “In the worst case, audit findings. Potential 
fines. Reputational damage if something escalates.”

The CEO frowned slightly, then moved on. There were other items on the 
agenda. Revenue was under pressure. Hiring had been frozen. Everyone 
had tradeoffs.

After the meeting, nothing changed.

The risk stayed on the dashboard. Yellow, not red. Managed.

Three months later, the email landed.

External audit notice. Scope expansion.
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The same group reconvened, this time with Legal on the line. The 
language was sharper now. Findings weren’t hypothetical anymore. 
Documentation would be required. Controls would be tested.

The CISO walked through the same slide deck, updated with a few more 
footnotes.

The CEO asked, “Who owns remediation?”

There was a pause.

Security managed the tooling. IT managed provisioning. Compliance 
owned the audit relationship. HR handled onboarding and offboarding. 
No single name cleanly fit.

“Well,” someone said, “this is really an organizational risk.”

Legal spoke next. “If this results in a material finding,” she said, “I’ll be 
the one explaining it to the board. And to regulators.”

The room shifted.

Suddenly, timelines mattered. Headcount appeared. Tradeoffs were 
made. Meetings were scheduled before that meeting ended.

The risk hadn’t changed. The data hadn’t changed. The dashboard 
color was the same.

What had changed was something more subtle.

The risk now belonged to someone.

And once it did, it stopped being abstract.

Organizations experience outcomes.

They can be fined, lose revenue, miss targets, or suffer reputational 
damage. These are real effects, but they exist at the organizational level.

Individuals experience consequence.  Risk without ownership is inert.

Organizational outcomes influence behavior only when they show up 
as personal consequence for specific people. Risk becomes behaviorally 
relevant only when it is owned.
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Until someone can see how an outcome reflects on them personally, 
through accountability, reputation, workload, or career impact, that risk 
remains abstract. Abstract risk is consistently pushed aside in favor of 
immediate demands, competing incentives, or safer choices.

This is not a failure of ethics or professionalism. It is systems behavior.

Why ownership matters

In any organization, many risks are well understood in the abstract. They 
appear in reports, dashboards, audit findings, and strategy decks.

Yet action does not scale linearly with clarity.

Action begins when responsibility becomes explicit and personal. 
When someone knows they will bear the downside, attention sharpens, 
tradeoffs become clearer, and decisions move.

The counterfactual

If organizational risk alone governed decision-making, clearly articulated 
threats would reliably trigger action and known downsides would be 
addressed proportionally. That is not what we observe.

Instead, behavior changes when risk is translated into individual 
consequence. This demonstrates a simple but critical point:

Organizational outcomes affect decisions only to the extent that they 
are mapped to individual consequence.

This dynamic sits at the center of complex B2B buying. Sellers engage 
organizations. But decisions emerge from individuals navigating 
personal consequence. This model explains how consequence is formed 
and how it governs behavior.

Everyone understood the risk.

No one felt responsible for it.

Organizational 
outcomes affect 
decisions only to 
the extent that 
they are mapped 
to individual 
consequence.
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Section 4.  
Consequence is evaluated 
through Identity and Selfish 
Utility

Maya had already made the case once.

As Director of Data Governance, she’d been asked to evaluate a 
new compliance automation platform. On paper, it was an easy 
recommendation. The tool reduced manual review, centralized controls, 
and eliminated several workarounds her team had quietly relied on for 
years. The pilot results were clean. The vendor was credible.

If implemented well, her day-to-day life would get easier.

That part was obvious.

What was less obvious was how the decision would land.

Maya had built her reputation by being careful. Thoughtful. The person 
who didn’t rush into shiny solutions. When others jumped at new 
tooling, she asked harder questions. That posture had served her well. It 
was how she’d earned trust upward and loyalty from her team.

She worried about what would change if she sponsored this.

In the steering meeting, she framed the recommendation 
conservatively. “This isn’t about speed,” she said. “It’s about consistency 
and audit defensibility.” Heads nodded. That language fit her role. It 
sounded like her.

But later, in a smaller follow-up with her team, the tone shifted.

“If this works,” one analyst said, “we won’t be doing half the reviews we 
do today.”

Maya felt a flicker of relief. Fewer late nights. Fewer fire drills before 
audits. Less quiet dread every time a regulator asked a vague question.
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Then the other thought followed.

If something broke, if the automation missed something subtle, if an 
auditor challenged the model’s assumptions, the explanation wouldn’t 
be abstract. It would have her name attached.

She imagined the questions she’d have to answer.

Why did you move away from a process we understood?
Why now?
Why this vendor?

She could already hear herself explaining that it made sense, that 
the risk was acceptable, that the team supported it. She could also 
imagine how thin that would feel if she were the one sitting across from 
leadership, defending the call.

In the next steering meeting, Finance asked if they could accelerate the 
rollout to capture savings sooner.

Maya hesitated.

Accelerating would make her life easier faster. But it would also make 
the decision louder. More visible. Harder to unwind.

“I’d prefer to phase it,” she said finally. “Let it prove itself.”

No one objected. The suggestion felt reasonable. Responsible.

After the meeting, the vendor emailed to ask if they could move toward 
contracting. Maya didn’t respond right away.

She wasn’t weighing features anymore. She wasn’t comparing ROI.

She was weighing two different futures.

One where her work got easier but her judgment was exposed.
Another where things stayed harder, but safer, and more aligned with 
how she saw herself.

Both paths made sense.

Only one felt survivable.

And she wasn’t yet sure which one she could live with if it went wrong.
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If personal consequence is the source of decision power, the 
next question follows naturally: how do individuals evaluate that 
consequence? 

Consequence becomes relevant to action only when it answers two 
immediate questions for the individual:

1.	 What will this outcome do to me?
2.	 What does taking this action say about me?

These questions are not philosophical. They arise because people are 
constrained.

Individuals act with limited attention, competing demands, and 
incomplete information. For a risk or outcome to rise to the top in the 
moment, it has to be understood in a way that fits those limits.

Consequence Has Two Forms 
Individuals evaluate consequence along two independent dimensions.

First, impact on lived experience.
They assess how an outcome will change their day-to-day life within 
the system: workload, scope, effort, exposure, stress, and personal risk 
or pleasure. This determines whether the decision makes their role 
meaningfully better or worse for them.

Second, impact on self-concept and meaning.
They assess what the decision implies about who they are: how it aligns 
with their self-concept, how it will be viewed by others, and how it 
shapes perceptions of their judgment, competence, and trajectory.

A single unified evaluation cannot explain observed behavior. Individuals 
routinely reject actions that would improve their lived experience when 
the action conflicts with how they understand themselves or their role. 
They also accept actions that worsen their lived experience when the 
meaning of the action strongly aligns with that self-understanding.

Because one cannot replace the other, at least two separate dimensions 
are required.



© 2026 Reditus Group, LLC. All rights reserved. 21

Why two dimensions are sufficient
Other commonly cited considerations - reputation, career risk, legality, 
ethics, status, values - influence behavior only by changing either 
what the outcome does to the individual or what the action signifies 
about them. No third independent dimension is required. Proposed 
alternatives consistently reduce to these two.

For this reason, people evaluate personal consequence in complex 
decisions with only two considerations.

We refer to these as selfish utility and identity utility.

They are not additional factors layered alongside others. They are the 
mechanisms through which all other considerations become decision-
relevant.

Importantly, these utilities control viability, not selection. They determine 
which actions an individual can tolerate at all. Preference enters only 
after this condition is met.

Perceived Consequence, Not Objective 
Outcome
Organizations bear objective outcomes: revenue changes, fines, missed 
targets, reputational impact.

Individuals act based on their perception of how those outcomes 
translate into personal consequence.

Actual consequences are rarely fully known at the time of decision. What 
governs behavior is how consequence is interpreted, anticipated, and 
internalized by the individual.

Misperception does not remove consequence. It only delays correction. 
Systems can tolerate misinterpretation for a time, but objective 

People will endure real pain for decisions that affirm who 
they are and reject easy wins that threaten it.

As identity cost and exposure accumulate, fewer actions 
remain viable.
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outcomes eventually reassert themselves through accountability, blame, 
reorganization, or failure.

This model therefore focuses on perceived personal consequence, 
because that is what governs action.

Identity utility
The concept of identity utility is borrowed from behavioral economics, 
where it describes the utility individuals derive from actions that 
reinforce their sense of self and social legitimacy, independent of 
material payoff.

Here, we treat identity utility as a cluster of identity-based evaluations 
that shape how individuals interpret consequence in organizational 
decisions.

Identity utility answers the question:  
What does supporting or opposing this decision say about who I am?

Identity utility operates through three lenses:

Narrative identity

How the decision fits the story the individual tells themselves about 
the kind of professional they are, how they exercise judgment, and 
what good decision-making looks like for someone like them. Decisions 
that violate narrative identity feel reckless or incoherent, even when 
defensible.

Social identity

How the decision positions the individual in the eyes of peers, leadership, 

Identity utility is not a single motive. 

It reflects how a decision interacts with three overlapping 
identity pressures:
who I believe I am,
how others see me,

and who I am trying to become.

Identity utility 
answers the  
question: What 
does supporting 
or opposing this 
decision say about 
who I am?
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subordinates, and external stakeholders. Threats to social identity 
increase perceived exposure, regardless of objective merit.

Aspirational identity

How the decision moves the individual toward or away from the role, 
scope, influence, or status they want next. Decisions aligned with 
aspiration feel forward-moving. Those that are not feel like risk without 
reward.

Taken together, identity utility governs meaningful consequence. It 
shapes how individuals interpret what a decision communicates about 
them if it succeeds or fails.

Values, ethics, duty, loyalty, and altruism constrain behavior only when 
violating them threatens self-concept, legitimacy, or internal coherence.

Selfish utility
Identity utility alone cannot explain organizational decisions. Individuals 
also evaluate practical consequence: what the decision does to their day-
to-day reality. 

We refer to this as Selfish Utility.

Selfish utility aggregates factors tied to a fundamental asymmetry in 
organizational decisions: individuals personally bear the downside of 
decisions whose upside is often diffused across the organization.

Selfish utility answers the question: 
What does this decision do to me if it goes right or wrong?

Selfish Utility includes considerations such as: 

•	 Changes to workload and operational burden
•	 Increased or decreased personal exposure
•	 Career risk versus career leverage
•	 Time, stress, and cognitive load
•	 Reversibility, optionality, and escape paths
•	 Impact on daily life

The term is descriptive, not moral. In organizational systems, 
consequence ultimately changes an individual’s life.

Selfish utility 
answers the 
question: What does 
this decision do to 
me if it goes right  
or wrong?
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Where identity utility governs meaning, selfish utility governs practical 
survivability.

Fear, caution, and self-protection operate here. They constrain behavior 
only insofar as they change perceived exposure or irreversibility.

Tolerance Precedes Preference
A decision exists only where multiple actions are possible. An action is 
selectable only if it is tolerable to the individual given their perceived 
consequence.

The tolerance curve defines which actions are viable at a given moment. 
Actions outside tolerance are not candidates for selection, regardless of 
organizational merit.

Multiple actions may fall within tolerance simultaneously. When this 
occurs, preference, comparison, and tradeoff become possible within 
that viable set.

Most buying models assume all options are viable and focus exclusively 
on preference. This model explains why preference often never becomes 
operative: because no option falls within tolerance in the first place.

How Other Influences Collapse into These Utilities

Commonly cited drivers of buying behavior are surface expressions of 
identity utility or selfish utility.

Risk aversion
Narrative identity: “I exercise sound judgment.”
Selfish utility: “Failure here is visible and asymmetric.”

Budget constraints
Narrative identity: “I am fiscally responsible.”
Selfish utility: “I am blamed for overruns, not missed opportunities.”

Timing objections
Narrative identity: “Now is not the responsible moment.”
Selfish utility: “My exposure is already high elsewhere.”

ROI justification
Narrative identity: “I make data-driven decisions.”
Social identity: “I can defend this credibly to leadership.”
Selfish utility: “Strong ROI provides cover if questioned.”
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ROI does not drive decisions on its own. It functions as permission. It 
lowers perceived consequence and enables action when tolerance is 
met.

In each case, the apparent driver is a proxy. The evaluation itself occurs 
through identity and selfish utility.

Implication
Identity utility and selfish utility translate abstract organizational 
outcomes into perceived personal consequence. This is not a secondary 
filter applied after rational analysis. It is the primary mechanism by 
which consequence becomes actionable.

Once consequence is personal, decisions are evaluated not only on 
organizational merit, but on whether the individual can:

	• justify the decision internally
	• defend it socially
	• survive the downside if it fails

This is not a failure of professionalism. It is how responsibility operates in 
human systems.
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Section 5.  
Consequence Tolerance and 
Decision Viability

The proposal had been approved once already.

Not formally. Not with signatures. But in the way that mattered. Heads 
had nodded. Calendars had been tentatively cleared. The vendor had 
been told to expect next steps.

Two months earlier, the timing had felt right.

The VP of Operations had bandwidth. The compliance lead had political 
capital after a clean audit. Finance had room in the quarter. No one 
was under acute pressure. The implementation plan felt demanding 
but manageable.

Then things shifted.

A customer escalation consumed Operations for weeks. A surprise audit 
finding pulled Compliance into daily remediation calls. Finance froze 
discretionary spend after missing a forecast.

None of this had anything to do with the proposal.

When the group reconvened, the deck was the same. The value case 
hadn’t changed. The risks were understood. The vendor hadn’t moved.

But the energy in the room was different.

Operations spoke first. “I can’t take this on right now,” he said. “Not 
because it’s a bad idea. Because my team is already stretched.”

Compliance nodded. “I agree with the direction,” she said. “But until this 
audit is behind us, I can’t absorb the risk of introducing something new.”

Finance added, “If we wait until next quarter, it’s cleaner from a 
budgeting standpoint.”

The sponsor tried to regroup. “Could we narrow the scope?” he asked. 
“Just get started?”
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That suggestion had worked in other contexts. Here, it landed flat.

“Narrowing scope doesn’t narrow responsibility,” Operations said. “If 
something breaks, it’s still on us.”

No one argued.

They explored alternatives. Pilot programs. Parallel evaluations. Internal 
stopgaps. Each option was discussed seriously. Each one, in turn, ran 
into the same invisible boundary.

It wasn’t that people disagreed.

It was that nothing fit anymore.

The meeting ended without a decision. Not postponed in name, just… 
unresolved.

Later, someone summarized it in an email: Let’s revisit when things 
settle down.

No one responded.

The system hadn’t chosen against the proposal. It hadn’t chosen at all.

The decision that had once felt viable no longer was.

Not because the proposal had changed.

But because the space in which it could be tolerated had.

Once personal consequence is evaluated through identity utility and 
selfish utility, the question shifts: not why individuals behave as they do, 
but when action is possible at all.

In complex buying decisions, action is not chosen from an open set of 
possibilities. It is constrained.
Each individual operates within a limited range of consequences they 
can accept. Outside that range, action is not feasible, regardless of 
organizational value or rational justification.

This model does not predict specific outcomes. It predicts which kinds of 
interventions cannot produce outcomes unless perceived consequence 
changes.
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Tolerance Curve

Selfish Utility

Decision Not Viable
Not-Viable Region

Decision Survives
Viable Region

Identity Utility

How Tolerance Defines Viability
For any given individual, consequence exists as a two-dimensional space:

	• One dimension reflects identity utility; how well the decision aligns 
with the individual’s narrative, social, and aspirational identity.

	• The other reflects selfish utility; the personal impact of the decision in 
terms of exposure, effort, risk, quality of life, and reversibility.

Within this space, each individual has a tolerance curve.

Combinations of identity utility and selfish utility that fall on one side of 
the curve are survivable. Those that fall on the other are not.

This curve is not fixed, symmetric, or linear. It is shaped by role, context, 
timing, and recent experience.

Conceptual model. Real tolerance is dynamic and inferred, not directly measurable.
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Why Tolerance Is Individual and Time-
Specific
An individual’s tolerance curve is not a trait. It is situational.

Factors that reshape it include:

	• Current workload and cognitive load
	• Recent successes or failures
	• Available political capital and credibility
	• Proximity to audits, reviews, or promotions

As these conditions change, the same proposal can move from 
acceptable to unacceptable without any change in its objective merits.

This explains why identical proposals are approved in one quarter and 
rejected in the next.

Why Committees Fragment
Decision momentum depends on the overlap among individual 
tolerance curves. When tolerance curves overlap sufficiently, a viable 
action exists for all participants simultaneously. When they do not 
overlap, the committee cannot converge - not because of disagreement 
over value, but because no available action satisfies all individual 
constraints at the same time.

Attempts to force convergence without changing how consequence is 
distributed lead to delay, distortion, or quiet rejection.

Action is possible only where at least one option remains 
tolerable.

When none do, the system produces inaction.

What the Tolerance Model Explains
The tolerance framework explains several common but poorly 
understood patterns in complex deals:

	• Why acknowledged value does not produce action
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	• Why safer options beat objectively better ones
	• Why pilots and partial commitments dominate
	• Why escalation increases rather than resolves friction
	• Why persuasion loses effectiveness late in the process
	• Why timing objections recur without resolution

In each case, the system is operating within limits, not indecision.

Implication
Once identity utility and selfish utility define how consequence is 
evaluated, outcomes are bounded. The system can only select from 
options that fall within tolerance, regardless of organizational merit.

What emerges is not the best possible decision, but the best decision 
the system can accept at that moment in time.

Understanding complex buying behavior therefore requires 
understanding not just what buyers want, but what the system allows.
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Section 6.  
The Multiple Decisions 
Embedded in a Single 
Purchase

By the time the vendor demos started, everyone assumed the company 
had already decided to move forward.

The problem had been acknowledged months earlier. Security gaps 
were real. Manual processes were brittle. The leadership team had 
agreed something needed to change. The question, as far as most 
people understood it, was which solution to pick.

Three vendors were invited in.

Each demo was thorough. Each addressed the core requirements. One 
stood out clearly on capability. Another on brand familiarity. The third 
on ease of implementation.

After the last demo, the CIO asked for reactions.

Product liked the most advanced platform. “It gives us room to grow,” 
she said.

Security preferred the familiar name. “I know how they operate. Fewer 
surprises.”

Operations was quieter. When pressed, he said, “All of these would help. 
But I’m not convinced we should be buying anything yet.”

The room paused.

The CIO frowned. “We’re past that,” he said. “We’ve agreed we need a 
solution.”

Operations didn’t push back. “I agree there’s a problem,” he said. “I’m 
not sure I agree this is the moment to introduce a vendor dependency.”
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They moved on anyway.

In the following weeks, the conversation drifted.

Procurement asked detailed questions but never pushed for selection. 
Legal flagged contract language but didn’t block. Finance asked 
whether building something internally might be cheaper over time.

Eventually, someone said it out loud. “Could we just build a lightweight 
version ourselves?”

The idea took hold quickly.

Engineering liked the control. Security liked the familiarity. Finance 
liked the optics of investment rather than spend. Product worried about 
timelines but didn’t object.

The vendor evaluations slowed. Meetings were postponed. No one 
officially rejected any option.

From the outside, it looked messy.

Why evaluate vendors if you weren’t ready to act?
Why act if you might just build?
Why build if external tools were clearly better?

Inside the system, it felt orderly.

The decision to acknowledge the problem had been easy.
The decision to act right now had been harder.
The decision to buy externally felt riskier than building.
And the decision to choose among vendors never quite mattered, 
because it sat downstream of decisions that hadn’t fully cleared.

No one changed their mind.

They just discovered, piece by piece, which decisions they could tolerate, 
and which ones they couldn’t.

The purchase didn’t fail.

It never made it past all of its decisions at the same time.
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What appears from the outside as a single buying decision is, in practice, 
a set of distinct decisions evaluated at the same time.

These decisions are not always explicit, and they are not always resolved 
independently. But at any given moment, they are all evaluated against 
the same tolerance curve.

What differs is not the tolerance curve itself, but where each decision 
falls relative to it.

In complex B2B purchases, there are often up to three decisions 
embedded in a single purchase:

	• Whether to act at all
	• Whether to build internally or buy externally
	• Which external option to choose

Not every purchase involves all three. But when they do exist, each 
decision is evaluated separately against the tolerance curve shaped by 
identity utility and selfish utility.

The decisions described here are not sequential gates. They are distinct 
positions evaluated within the same tolerance space.

The decision to act does not necessarily precede the decisions to build, 
buy, or select a vendor. It is evaluated simultaneously with them. In 
practice, the act / no-act distinction appears in two ways:

	• as an embedded position within the tolerance space, like all other 
decisions

	• and as the system-level outcome when no downstream configuration 
remains within tolerance

The Decision to Act or Not Act
Early in a process, this decision typically carries high personal risk and 
relatively low certainty about meaning. Taking action introduces new 
exposure, visibility, and accountability. Doing nothing preserves existing 
narratives, roles, and optionality.

As a result, the act versus not-act decision often falls outside an 
individual’s tolerance range,
even when:

	• the problem is acknowledged
	• the value of a solution is accepted

In complex B2B 
purchases, there are 
often up to three 
decisions embedded 
in a single purchase
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	• alternatives are evaluated seriously

When this decision remains outside tolerance, no downstream decision 
becomes possible, regardless of merit.

From the outside, this looks like indecision.
No-act can manifest in two distinct ways:

First, as a deliberate position: the act/no-act decision itself 
may fall outside tolerance even when specific solutions would 
be acceptable. In this case, doing nothing is actively chosen 
because taking action introduces intolerable consequence.

Second, as system default: when no configuration of action 
(build, buy, or vendor selection) falls within tolerance for 
enough individuals simultaneously, no-act emerges not as a 
choice but as the only possible outcome.
From the outside, both look like indecision. Structurally, both 
are resolution.

The Decision to Build or Buy
If action becomes possible, a second decision may surface: whether to 
build internally or buy externally.

This decision occupies a different position in the same tolerance space.

Building internally often: 

	• scores higher on personal narratives of control, ownership, or self-
reliance

	• reduces dependence on external parties
	• increases execution burden and long-term accountability

Buying externally often: 

	• reduces operational workload
	• introduces vendor dependency and visibility
	• concentrates responsibility for selection and outcome

For some individuals, building falls closer to their tolerance range than 
buying. For others, the reverse is true.
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This explains why:

	• “We’ll just build it” persists even when inefficient
	• external solutions are explored but not selected
	• build-versus-buy debates stall without resolution

The build/buy decision is not a subset of vendor selection. It is a separate 
position in the same tolerance space.

The Decision of Which Vendor to Choose
Vendor choice occupies its own position in the same identity-selfish 
utility space, shaped by: 

	• defensibility and reputation
	• implementation risk and support burden
	• reversibility and downside exposure

At this stage, differences between vendors are often small relative to the 
tolerance curve itself.

This explains why:

	• safer vendors outperform better ones
	• familiarity outweighs differentiation
	• references matter more than features
	• ROI parity fails to break ties

Vendor choice rarely maximizes upside. It minimizes regret within 
tolerance.

Apparent Inconsistency Across Decisions
Because all implied decisions are evaluated against the same tolerance 
curve, these patterns emerge:

	• a vendor appears attractive while action itself is not possible

The system is not selecting for maximum upside.

It is selecting from among what remains viable.
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	• buying feels acceptable while no specific vendor does
	• building is workable while buying is not

From the outside, these patterns appear inconsistent or irrational.
Within the tolerance-curve model, they are structural.

Each decision occupies a different position relative to the same curve.

Committee Effects Across Multiple Decisions
In a buying committee, each individual brings their own time-specific 
tolerance curve.

Each implied decision is evaluated separately by each person. 
Momentum depends on overlap that must exist across people and 
across decisions at the same time.

For a committee purchase to happen, at least one workable option at 
each decision layer must fall within tolerance for all relevant individuals 
simultaneously. If action is tolerable for some but not others, or if 
building works for some while only buying works for others, the system 
cannot converge.

Attempts to force convergence without changing who bears 
consequence do not move decisions closer to tolerance. They increase 
friction.

Implication
Complex buying behavior cannot be understood by treating purchases 
as single decisions.

They are layered decisions, each occupying a distinct position in the 
same tolerance space.

The decision to act is evaluated as an embedded position within 
tolerance space. When downstream decisions fail to remain within 
tolerance, no-act emerges as the system-level outcome.

Outcomes emerge not from persuasion or comparison, but from which 
decisions fall within tolerance for the right individuals at the same time.

The system is not indecisive.

It is constrained. 

Outcomes emerge 
from which 
decisions fall within 
tolerance for the 
right individuals at 
the right time.
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Section 7.  
Emergence: How System-
Level Outcomes Arise

No one ever decided to kill the deal.

In fact, if you asked anyone involved, they would tell you the opposite. 
The solution was strong. The vendor was capable. The problem was real. 
At various points, almost everyone had supported moving forward.

It just… never quite happened.

The first few meetings were energetic. The problem statement landed 
cleanly. Leaders agreed it mattered. A task force was formed. Calendars 
filled. Momentum felt real.

As weeks passed, the work continued. Demos were attended. Questions 
were answered. Concerns were logged and addressed. Each meeting 
ended with a sense of progress, even if no decision was made.

Then small shifts began to accumulate.

A reorg moved one executive’s role slightly out of scope. An audit 
tightened another’s tolerance for change. A missed forecast pulled 
Finance into near-term containment. None of these were related to the 
purchase itself.

But they changed who could carry what.

One person became more cautious. Another stopped pushing. A third 
shifted from advocate to observer without announcing it. No one 
reversed their position outright. They simply stopped advancing it.

The vendor noticed the cadence slow. Meetings were still happening, 
but farther apart. Follow-ups took longer. The questions became 
narrower, more defensive.

Internally, no one escalated. There was no confrontation. No “no.”

The deal lingered in a space where it was always under consideration, 
but never quite ready.
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Eventually, someone suggested a pause. Not a rejection. Just space.

“Let’s come back to this next quarter.”

Everyone agreed.

By then, the system had changed again. New priorities and pressures. 
New constraints. 
When the topic resurfaced months later, it felt oddly distant, as if it 
belonged to a different organization.

From the outside, it looked like indecision.

From the inside, it felt like a series of reasonable responses to changing 
conditions.

No single person chose delay.
No single objection stopped progress.
No single moment defined the outcome.

The system simply moved where it could.

And where it could not, it didn’t.

What emerged was not the best possible decision.

It was the only one the system could sustain.

The buyer is a system-level phenomenon. Not an individual. Not even a 
committee.

Individuals evaluate personal consequence through identity utility and 
selfish utility. Those evaluations define a tolerance curve.

Multiple implied decisions are evaluated against the same tolerance 
curve. Committees consist of multiple individuals, each with their own 
curve. From this, system-level outcomes follow.

When multiple constrained decisions must align at the same time, 
outcomes are determined by which combinations fall within tolerance 
across the system.
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Outcomes Are Not Selected. They Emerge.
In complex buying environments, no single actor selects the outcome 
directly. Instead, outcomes emerge from the interaction of multiple 
constrained decisions evaluated in parallel.

A purchase occurs only when:

	• all required implied decisions fall within tolerance
	• for enough individuals
	• at the same moment in time

When this condition is not met, the system does not “fail to decide.” It 
produces a different outcome.

No single actor selects the outcome. 
 

Outcomes emerge from what the system can sustain.

Embedded Decisions: Act/Not, Build/Buy, Vendor A, Vendor B

IT

Selfish Utility

Identity Utility

Operations

Selfish Utility

Identity Utility

Finance

Selfish Utility

Identity Utility
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Timing is especially constraining. Even when a workable configuration 
exists, if individuals’ tolerance curves shift between evaluation and 
commitment, alignment dissolves. This explains why momentum 
matters and why “coming back to it later” often fails. The system is no 
longer the same system.

Inaction, delay, partial commitment, internal build, or selection of a 
suboptimal vendor are not anomalies. They are stable outcomes given 
the system’s constraints.

Why Repeated Patterns Appear Across 
Organizations
Because the underlying mechanics are consistent, the same patterns 
recur across companies, industries, and buying contexts.

For example:

	• “Do nothing” dominates early-stage decisions
	• Internal build is favored when visibility is high
	• Safer vendors outperform more differentiated ones
	• Decisions collapse late without new information

These are not cultural quirks or individual failures. They are predictable 
outputs of constrained systems.

Organizations differ in surface behavior, but the structural logic is the 
same. What varies is how consequence is distributed through roles, 
accountability, and decision rights, and how individuals’ tolerance curves 
are shaped by culture, recent history, and workload. The mechanics 
remain constant. The parameters change.

Why Intent and Alignment Are Insufficient
Organizations often attempt to drive outcomes through:

	• executive sponsorship
	• strategic alignment
	• urgency messaging
	• top-down mandates

Executive sponsorship can shift tolerance curves by redistributing 
consequence. When an executive visibly backs a decision, it changes 
blame distribution, provides air cover if the decision fails, and alters how 

Apparent failures 
are actually 
predictable outputs 
of constrained 
systems.
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the action is perceived socially. This is not persuasion - it is a change in 
who bears downside. However, executive sponsorship alone cannot force 
convergence if fundamental identity or selfish utility constraints remain 
unaddressed for other stakeholders.

Strategic alignment efforts reframe decisions as organizational priorities 
without changing who bears personal consequence when outcomes 
materialize.

Urgency messaging does not change where decisions fall relative to 
tolerance. It increases stress, which typically narrows tolerance curves 
rather than expanding them - making convergence less likely, not more.

These efforts fail when they do not change tolerance curves or the 
positions of decisions relative to them.

Intent does not override constraint.

A system cannot produce outcomes that exceed what its participants 
can tolerate, regardless of declared priority.

Why Friction Persists Even When Value Is 
Clear
One of the most common misconceptions in complex buying is that 
friction signals misunderstanding or resistance.

Within this model, friction is structural.

When decisions fall within tolerance for some individuals but not others, 
no configuration exists that satisfies all constraints simultaneously.

This produces motion without progress:

	• meetings without decisions
	• analysis without commitment
	• engagement without closure

The system is active, but constrained.

Friction is not resistance.

It is the system signaling constraint.
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Stability, Not Optimization
The tolerance-curve model explains why organizations make suboptimal 
decisions, and why they tend towards stable ones.

Optimization requires alignment across tolerance curves toward a 
shared best outcome. Stability requires only that no participant is 
pushed beyond tolerance.

Stable outcomes are those that  minimize personal exposure, preserve 
identity coherence and avoid irreversible commitment.

This explains why:

	• suboptimal outcomes persist
	• inefficient processes survive
	• better alternatives fail to displace incumbents

These are not system failures. They are successful constraint satisfaction.

The system produces the decision it can sustain, not the decision that 
maximizes organizational value.

Implication
Complex buying behavior cannot be explained by persuasion, incentives, 
or rational comparison alone.

It is the emergent result of:

	• how consequence is distributed
	• how individuals evaluate that consequence
	• how multiple implied decisions fall relative to tolerance curves
	• and how those tolerances overlap across a committee

Until those constraints change, outcomes will not.

Understanding buying behavior therefore requires understanding the 
system, not just the people within it.
 

The system 
produces the system 
it can sustain, not 
the decision that 
maximizes value.
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Section 8.  
Horse-Trading as a System 
Mechanism

The decision had been stuck for six weeks.
Not rejected. Not advancing. Just held.

The proposal was a data infrastructure upgrade. Clear value. 
Reasonable cost. Strong vendor. Everyone acknowledged it would solve 
real problems.

But no one could say yes.

Operations would own the implementation. His team was already 
underwater. A botched migration two quarters back had burned 
credibility he was still rebuilding. Taking on something this visible, this 
soon, felt like betting a reputation he didn’t have to lose.

He never said no. He just kept finding reasons to wait.

Finance was supportive but wouldn’t commit budget until Operations 
committed to a timeline. Compliance needed assurance the rollout 
wouldn’t interfere with an upcoming audit. Product wanted to move 
fast but couldn’t without Operations on board.

The champion, an IT director named Sarah, understood what was 
happening.
Operations wasn’t blocking. He was exposed.

She didn’t try to convince him the risk was manageable. She didn’t 
escalate. She didn’t tighten the proposal.

She went to the CIO.
“If we move forward,” she said, “Operations is going to need cover. Not 
just on this project. On everything.”

A week later, in an unrelated leadership meeting, the CIO publicly 
credited Operations for handling a recent system issue. Not effusively. 
Just clearly. In front of peers.

It wasn’t about the data project. But something changed.
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Operations didn’t become enthusiastic. But when the topic resurfaced, 
his tone was different. “If we phased this differently,” he asked, “could we 
defer the storage migration until Q2?”

Sarah worked with the vendor. They adjusted. The storage piece moved. 
Implementation ownership stayed with Operations, but the riskiest part 
was delayed.

Finance saw the revised timeline and released budget. Compliance 
signed off.

Then Product, who’d been quietly frustrated by the delays, got 
unexpected approval for an unrelated headcount request. The 
connection wasn’t explicit, but when the vendor contract came up for 
final review, Product didn’t raise concerns about pace. They signed off 
without comment.

The deal closed a month later.

When Sarah’s manager asked what had changed, she couldn’t point 
to a single conversation. No forcing function had appeared. No one had 
negotiated explicitly.

Operations had gotten political capital. The timeline had shifted to 
reduce his exposure. Product had gotten something they needed 
elsewhere.

From the CRM, it looked like perseverance.

From inside the system, it was redistribution.

The decision hadn’t become better. The organization hadn’t aligned on 
strategy.
The system had adjusted.

Consequence had redistributed. Tolerance had expanded where it 
needed to. And the outcome that emerged was the one the system 
could finally tolerate.

Tolerance curves are not fixed. Nor are the consequence distributions 
that shape them. They shift as workload changes, political capital 
accumulates or depletes, and recent outcomes reshape what individuals 
can absorb.
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When initial configurations prevent convergence, systems adjust. This 
adjustment is not strategic coordination. It is emergent behavior under 
constraint.
Consequence redistribution - the reallocation of who bears downside, 
what options mean to individuals, or what capacity exists to tolerate 
strain - occurs in complex buying systems as a structural response to 
tolerance misalignment.

This redistribution can occur through:

	• Direct negotiation between individuals operating within their own 
tolerance limits

	• Intervention by actors whose involvement changes consequence 
distribution for others

	• Structural shifts in roles, accountability, or decision rights

In each case, the mechanism is the same: consequence moves, and 
tolerance adjusts.

Three Forms of Redistribution 
Systems adjust through three observable patterns:

Consequence reassignment

Who bears downside if the decision succeeds or fails changes. 
Implementation ownership may shift to different individuals or 
functions. Accountability may diffuse across teams. External parties may 
absorb delivery risk through guarantees or commitments.

When consequence redistributes, power follows. Decisions previously 
outside tolerance may become viable without any change to the option 
itself.

Tolerance expansion 

An individual’s capacity to absorb identity strain or operational burden 
increases, independent of any specific decision. Political capital 
strengthens through visible endorsement. Baseline workload reduces, 
creating capacity. Formal authority grants legitimacy that reshapes self-
concept.

These changes shift tolerance curves for all decisions simultaneously, not 
just the one under consideration. 
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Utility recalibration 

How a specific option is evaluated changes. Support for unrelated 
initiatives valued by a constrained stakeholder alters perceived 
reciprocity. Modifications to work arrangements improve day-to-day 
experience. Alignment with career trajectory changes identity meaning.

These shifts move where a decision sits relative to an individual’s 
tolerance curve without changing the curve itself.

Emergence, Not Coordination 
Consequence redistribution does not require explicit coordination 
or shared intent. Individuals act locally within their own constraints. 
Interventions occur without formal reciprocation. No single actor 
assembles the final configuration.

The outcome that emerges reflects accumulated adjustments under 
constraint, not agreement on an optimal solution.

Systems do not redistribute consequence to optimize. They redistribute 
it to stabilize.

What This Explains 
The tolerance-curve model predicts that when initial configurations 
prevent convergence, systems will adjust through consequence 
redistribution if:

	• Sufficient flexibility exists in how consequence can be allocated
	• Actors with capacity to reassign consequence are motivated to do so
	• The cost of adjustment is lower than the cost of continued non-

convergence

This explains why:

	• Deals suddenly close after appearing stalled, with no change to the 
solution itself

	• Unrelated concessions or interventions correlate with buying 
momentum

	• The same proposal rejected in one configuration succeeds after roles 
or accountability shift

	• Champions succeed not by improving offers but by redistributing 
who carries what

These patterns are not persuasion. They are system adjustment under 
constraint. 
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The deal didn’t close the way the forecast said it would.

It also didn’t collapse.

By late fall, everyone involved knew the original timeline was gone. The 
buying team was still engaged, but progress had slowed to a crawl. 
Meetings happened, but decisions didn’t. The vendor’s champion still 
took calls, still shared updates, still said the right things.

From the outside, it looked like a stalled opportunity.

The account executive didn’t escalate.

She didn’t push urgency. She didn’t ask for executive alignment. She 
didn’t re-run the ROI or tighten the proposal.

Instead, she stopped advancing the deal and started watching the 
system.

She noticed who still showed up prepared and who didn’t. She 
noticed which questions were being asked repeatedly and which ones 
disappeared. She noticed that the compliance lead’s tone had shifted 
from exploratory to guarded. She noticed that the original sponsor was 
now deferring more often than advocating.

None of that meant the deal was lost.

It meant the system had changed.

In a check-in with the champion, she didn’t ask, “What’s blocking us?”

She asked, “Who’s carrying the risk right now?”

The answer came slowly.

An audit had expanded. A reorg had redistributed accountability. A prior 

Section 9.  
Managing Emergence in 
Complex Buying Systems
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initiative had failed cleanly but visibly. The people who would have had 
to absorb the downside no longer had room.

Pushing harder wouldn’t have helped. It would have concentrated 
consequence in the wrong places.

So she adjusted.

She pulled back the scope. Not to discount, but to change visibility. 
She reframed the work internally as preparatory rather than decisive. 
She introduced Customer Success early, not to sell, but to surface 
what implementation would actually feel like. She stopped asking for 
commitment and started removing pressure.

Momentum didn’t spike.

But something else happened.

The conversations changed. The resistance softened. A few weeks later, 
one of the previously quiet stakeholders re-engaged with a different 
tone. Another asked a question that hadn’t been asked before: “If we did 
move forward, what would make this survivable?”

Nothing dramatic occurred. No forcing function. No closing call.

The deal eventually moved, but not on the original terms or timeline. It 
moved when the system could accept it.

From the CRM, it looked like patience.

From the inside, it was discipline.

The outcome wasn’t created. It was shaped.

And only because someone recognized that managing emergence 
meant working with the system as it was, not as the forecast wished it 
to be.

The conclusion that buying behavior is complex and emergent can be 
misunderstood.

	• Complexity is not an argument for passivity.
	• Emergence is not an argument for surrender.



© 2026 Reditus Group, LLC. All rights reserved. 49

It is an argument for expertise. 

Understanding how outcomes arise in constrained systems does not 
mean giving up influence. It means letting go of the illusion of linear 
control and learning how to manage the system itself.

What This Model Does Not Say
This model does not say:

	• Selling is impossible
	• Marketing is guesswork
	• Buyers are irrational
	• Outcomes are random

It says something more demanding.

In complex systems, outcomes cannot be forced, but they can be 
shaped.

Shaping outcomes requires understanding where constraint lives, how 
tolerance curves shift, and which interventions change the system rather 
than simply increasing activity inside it.

Who this Impacts
The implications of this model depend on where someone sits in the 
system.

Sellers, marketers, customer success teams, and buying organizations 
each interact with tolerance, consequence, and emergence differently. 
This paper establishes the shared foundation. Each perspective warrants 
its own application.

Those applications will be published separately, not as extensions of this 
argument, but as practical uses of it.

Influence in complex systems comes from shaping 
conditions, not directing outcomes.
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Conclusion
Complex B2B buying cannot be explained by persuasion, preference, 
or rational comparison. It is the emergent result of how consequence is 
distributed, how individuals evaluate that consequence through identity 
and selfish utility, and how tolerance curves overlap across multiple 
decisions and multiple people.

The patterns this model predicts - persistent inaction, late-stage 
collapse, safer choices dominating better ones, timing sensitivity without 
new information - are not failures of process or professionalism. They are 
structural outputs of constrained systems.

Traditional buying models work in simple contexts where a single 
decision-maker has authority. They fail in complex environments 
because they cannot explain why acknowledged value doesn’t produce 
action, why identical proposals succeed in one quarter and fail in the 
next, or why committees fragment without disagreement.

This model explains all of these. Not as anomalies, but as predictable 
outcomes.

Understanding how complex buying systems behave does not 
eliminate uncertainty. But operating without this understanding makes 
misdiagnosis of why outcomes occur much more likely.

Complex buying systems do not reward simplicity. They reward 
disciplined engagement with complexity.

This document does not offer a playbook. It offers a way to see. 
Those who learn to see tolerance curves, consequence distribution, 
and emergence can shape outcomes others cannot - not by forcing 
decisions, but by managing the conditions under which decisions 
become possible.

That requires judgment built through repeated exposure to many 
systems under different constraints. It cannot be reduced to process. It 
cannot be delegated to inexperience. It is expertise.

And expertise is what separates effort from outcome in complex 
environments.
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Appendix:  
Boundary Conditions and 
Exceptions

The Reditus B2B Buyer Model assumes stable systems where actors 
behave coherently and participate in good faith. These assumptions are 
not moral claims; they are structural requirements.

They are necessary for consequence to be predictive and for tolerance 
to map meaningfully to viability. When these conditions do not hold, 
system behavior becomes harder to interpret and less reliable over time.

Unstable Systems
As described in the Reditus B2B Buyer Model paper, an unstable system 
is one in which power is decoupled from consequence. Decisions are 
made without real ownership, outcomes are not lived by those who 
authorize them, and errors are not consistently examined or corrected.

Common indicators include decisions made without execution 
accountability, frequent reorganizations that reset responsibility, external 
subsidies that mask failure, and success measured through activity or 
optics rather than outcomes.

In such systems, tolerance curves may not reflect actual viability. 
Decisions can occur that later collapse, and apparent momentum may 
be illusory.

Displaced Consequence and Non-Good-Faith Actors
Some systems contain individuals who are insulated from downside 
or who actively displace consequence to others. Indicators include 
repeated deflection of accountability, aggressive commitments without 
ownership, and language that prioritizes optics over outcomes.

These conditions can temporarily violate tolerance logic. Utility may 
appear high because consequence has been externalized. Over time, 
however, systems tend to reassert constraint.

Why These Cases Do Not Break the Model
The model describes how systems behave over time.

Unstable systems and displaced consequence can produce temporary 
deviations, but they do not produce durable outcomes. Long-term 
viability still depends on aligned consequence, shared tolerance, and 
owned results.

Where these conditions are absent, outcomes may occur, but they are 
less predictable and more likely to unravel.
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