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FRONT

The one-page argument

Every B2B company competes symmetrically. Same features, same pricing pages,

same clarifying-through-jargon website copy, same LinkedIn thought-leadership

post about how AI is changing everything. Everyone reads the same books. Everyone

hires from the same firms. Everyone does customer interviews the same way.

Everyone loses to the same competitors and blames the same things.

Symmetric competition is a treadmill. You get faster. The treadmill gets faster.

You keep up. That's not a strategy — that's a shift.

Asymmetric competition is what happens when you stop playing on the treadmill.

You find a move your competitors are structurally unable to copy. Not "unwilling"

for a quarter. Structurally unable — because copying you would destroy their

business, insult their customers, contradict their founding story, or force them

to do something they lack the talent, capital, patience, or nerve to do.

That move exists in every market. This book is about how to find it.

There are twenty-four ways to look for it — twenty-four lenses. You don't need

all of them. You need the two or three that fit your situation. This book teaches

all twenty-four so you can pick.

The rest of the book is the pattern behind the lenses (Part One), the lenses themselves

(Part Two), and a practical method for applying them to a B2B go-to-market story

(Part Three).

How to use this book

You will not read this cover to cover. Nobody does. Books at this length aren't

for reading; they're for having. Here's how to actually use it.

If you're diagnosing a specific problem, open Part Three. It's a method —

Assumptions, Asymmetrics, Assertions — and it works whether the artifact you're

staring at is a homepage, an outbound sequence, a sales deck, or a strategic plan.

If you already know your competitor's weakness, skim Part Two for the lens

that names it. Each lens is short. Each ends with the B2B tell — the specific market

signal that says "this lens applies to you."
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If you're new to this, read the four chapters in Part One first. They're short. They

give you the vocabulary and the frame everything else sits inside.

If you're skimming to see if this is any good, jump to chapter 27 (Propaganda

— naming the pain) or chapter 29 (Assumptions). Those two chapters give you

a fair read on whether the rest is worth your time.

There are no exercises, worksheets, or five-step frameworks with cute acronyms. This

is not a workbook. Every chapter ends with what I'd tell a client after twenty minutes

of looking at their business — not what a workshop facilitator would tell a room.

— Dean Waye, GTM Strategy Fixer
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PART ONE

The Frame
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CHAPTER 1

Symmetric competition is the trap

Two companies sell essentially the same thing. Both have the same features. Both

are priced within 15% of each other. Both target the same buyer at roughly the same

company. Both use the same words — enterprise-grade, best-in-class, purpose-

built. Both attend the same conferences and hire from the same competitor pool.

Neither loses to the other very often. They mostly lose to "no decision" and "we'll

build it internally."

Neither ever asks why.

They ask better questions instead. How do we improve conversion rates? How do

we optimize the funnel? How do we upgrade our brand? How do we do a better

job of what we already do?

Those are all improvement questions. Improvement is the treadmill. When both

companies improve, neither of them wins — they just make the pit deeper for

the third company that tries to enter.

Asymmetric questions are different. They don't ask how to do the same thing

better. They ask what to do that the other side can't do at all.

A symmetric question: How do we make our sales team faster to respond to inbound?

An asymmetric question: What if we killed inbound and made the sales team

refuse to talk to anyone who hadn't already read our white paper?

The first question is answerable inside their current strategy. The second is

unanswerable — because it questions the strategy itself. Which is why it's

more valuable.

Symmetric competition is the trap because it looks like work. It generates activity. It

creates dashboards, meetings, initiatives. It gives everyone something to do. It feels

like the responsible option. It reassures the board. It also, mathematically, cannot

produce a durable advantage — because whatever improvement you make, your

competitor can make too. The best you can hope for from symmetric competition is a

temporary lead. And temporary leads have to be paid for again and again and again.
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The asymmetric alternative is unnerving. It requires you to look at what everyone in

your industry accepts as given and ask why. It generates fewer meetings. It looks

lazier. It's much harder to justify to a board because there's no dashboard for it.

But when it works, it works permanently — because your competitors can't follow.

The rest of this book is about how to find asymmetric moves. But the first move

is to notice you're on the treadmill.

The tell: if the last three strategic meetings at your company were about doing

your existing thing better, you're on it.
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CHAPTER 2

Where pro"t actually comes from

Here is the sentence I want you to remember for the rest of the book. All profit

comes from inefficiency. Either you solve it, or you preserve it.

That's the whole game. Everything else is decoration.

Businesses that solve inefficiency make things faster, easier, cheaper, or newly

possible. Software companies, most of them, are in this category. So are logistics

companies, delivery services, restaurants, e-commerce platforms, and every

other business that made an old process better.

Businesses that preserve inefficiency make things harder, slower, more complicated,

or more constrained — on purpose, for someone. Regulated industries preserve

inefficiency (that's what the regulation is). Patent-holders preserve inefficiency. Real

estate preserves inefficiency (there's only one lot at that address). Bureaucracies

preserve inefficiency. Specialty firms preserve inefficiency. Certification bodies

preserve inefficiency. Anyone with a moat is preserving an inefficiency someone

else would be delighted to solve.

Neither is good or bad. Neither is smarter than the other. They're just the two

available business models, and every company is doing one, the other, or both.

Here's why this matters for asymmetric thinking: the two models cannot compete

with each other on the same terms.

A solver-of-inefficiency competes on speed, price, and ease. A preserver-of-

inefficiency competes on trust, expertise, or scarcity. If you're a preserver and

you try to compete on ease, you dilute your moat. If you're a solver and you try

to compete on trust, you're expensive without being fast.

The asymmetric move is to notice which one you actually are, and to lean fully

into that game while your competitors try to play both.

In B2B, most companies think they're solvers when they're actually preservers, or

think they're preservers when they're actually solvers. A specialty accounting firm

that talks about its efficient workflow is preserving inefficiency (their expertise)



7/20/26, 13:28Asymmetrics Book

Page 11 of 86https://0823176a-7f4d-466f-ac22-3353af8a8f72.claudeusercontent.com/v…ymmetrics%20Book-print-plpoov.dc.html?_omeo=https%3A%2F%2Fclaude.ai

while advertising as if they were solving it (their throughput). A SaaS product

that leads with white-glove customer success is trying to preserve inefficiency

(relationships) inside a business model built on solving it (self-serve software).

Look at your business. Which one is actually paying the bills?

If you're a solver and your competitor is a preserver, you can undercut them on

price and speed forever. If you're a preserver and your competitor is a solver,

they can never touch your margins.

The trouble comes when you don't know which you are, or when you try to be

both. Nobody buys both from the same vendor. Buyers who want speed find your

preservation-of-expertise story slow and expensive. Buyers who want expertise

find your speed-and-price story cheap and shallow.

The tell: if you feel constant pressure to be more of what you're not — more efficient

if you're an expert firm, more personal if you're a software company — you're

trying to compete in the other model's game. You'll lose that game every time.



7/20/26, 13:28Asymmetrics Book

Page 12 of 86https://0823176a-7f4d-466f-ac22-3353af8a8f72.claudeusercontent.com/v…ymmetrics%20Book-print-plpoov.dc.html?_omeo=https%3A%2F%2Fclaude.ai

CHAPTER 3

Two layers deeper

Most people learn their profession at the layer where they entered it. A marketer

learns marketing. A CMO learns marketing plus a bit about sales. A founder learns

everything at the surface level, and eventually maybe one layer down in a few of them.

Almost nobody goes two layers deeper.

Two layers down is where the interesting work is. It's where the assumptions

live. It's where the things that everybody at the surface believes are true stop

being true. It's where the asymmetric moves come from.

A surface-layer marketer knows to write clear website copy. A one-layer-deep marketer

knows how buyers actually read (they don't; they skim in a Z-pattern). A two-layer-

deep marketer knows why buyers skim in a Z-pattern (because they've been trained

by twenty years of bad B2B websites to expect nothing on those pages worth reading

carefully) — and can therefore build a page that violates the pattern in a productive way.

The reason two-layer thinking is rare isn't intelligence. It's economics. Surface-layer

thinking is sufficient for 90% of the work in any given profession. Deeper thinking

takes longer, produces fewer visible outputs, and often generates conclusions

your colleagues disagree with because they haven't done the same thinking.

The reward-to-effort ratio for going deep is bad in most jobs.

The reward changes when you're trying to compete asymmetrically. Now depth

is the whole point. If you're one layer deeper than your competitors, your moves

look strange to them but reasonable in retrospect. If you're two layers deeper,

your moves look impossible to them until they suddenly can't be reversed.

Two-layer thinking has a specific shape. It always asks: what would have to be
true for this to work? Then it asks the same question about the answer. Then

again about that answer. You stop when the answer is either "we can't verify this"

(which is where the real risk is), or "this is just how the world is" (which is either

a load-bearing truth or, sometimes, an assumption everyone shares that isn't

actually true anymore — which is where the money is).

Here's the exercise. Take the most confidently stated fact in your company's marketing.

Something like "Buyers in our category care most about integration." Ask: what would

have to be true for that to be the case? Maybe: buyers have already committed to



7/20/26, 13:28Asymmetrics Book

Page 13 of 86https://0823176a-7f4d-466f-ac22-3353af8a8f72.claudeusercontent.com/v…ymmetrics%20Book-print-plpoov.dc.html?_omeo=https%3A%2F%2Fclaude.ai

a stack, and switching is expensive. Ask again: what would have to be true for that

to be the case? Maybe: the categories are mature enough that buyers have finished

their stack. Ask again: is that still true — in 2026, with AI eating half the categories?

Suddenly the founding assumption of your marketing is shakier than it was a

paragraph ago.

That's the exercise. You do it once about each of the ten most important claims

in your strategy, and you find one or two that used to be true and aren't anymore.

Those are your asymmetric opportunities. Your competitors, still one layer up, will

keep operating as if the old assumption is true — for months, sometimes years.

The tell: the last time your leadership team went two layers deep on a strategy question

was probably years ago, if ever. Asymmetric thinking is downstream of that discipline.
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CHAPTER 4

What "asymmetric" actually means

The word "asymmetric" is doing a lot of work in this book. Before Part Two, it's

worth being precise about what it means.

Asymmetric doesn't mean "different." Every company is different from every

other company. That's not the point.

Asymmetric doesn't mean "unique." Every company has a unique combination

of people, history, products, and customers. That's also not the point.

Asymmetric means: there is a move available to you that your competitors

are structurally unable to copy.

Unable, not unwilling. Willingness changes. Structure doesn't, or changes slowly.

The reason a move might be structurally unavailable to a competitor can be almost

anything. It might be that copying you would cannibalize their most profitable

product. It might be that copying you would insult their most important customer.

It might be that copying you requires a skill they don't have and can't hire fast

enough. It might be that copying you requires abandoning a brand promise they've

spent a decade building. It might be that copying you requires a level of risk their

board would fire them for taking. It might just be that copying you requires them

to admit something out loud they don't want to admit.

The lenses in Part Two are twenty-four different ways of finding one of these

structural constraints. Each one starts from a different place — competitor incentives,

buyer perception, distribution channels, timing, and so on — but they all end at

the same destination: a move you can make and they can't.

Asymmetric competition also has a specific shape. When it works, three things

happen at once:

1. Your competitors can see what you're doing but can't respond. They're

not confused. They understand exactly what you're doing. They just can't do

it themselves without unwinding something more valuable.

2. Every response they do make helps you. If they try to imitate you badly, they

confirm your positioning. If they attack you, they draw attention to a comparison

they lose. If they ignore you, you take share.
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3. The advantage compounds over time. You're not running faster than them.

You're on a different track entirely. Every day, the gap widens naturally.

If your "differentiator" doesn't produce these three effects, it isn't asymmetric.

It's just different — which is table stakes, not strategy.

Two more things worth setting up before the lenses.

Asymmetric moves are almost always uncomfortable. They feel too narrow,

too weird, too aggressive, or too small. They contradict something your team has

been taught, or something your industry has been repeating. If it feels obvious

and safe, it's not asymmetric — it's an improvement everyone else is also making.

Asymmetric moves are almost always visible to your competitors early. You

can't hide them; they're too specific. But visibility doesn't matter, because the

whole point is that your competitors' visibility doesn't help them respond. This is the

key psychological unlock: stop worrying about competitors seeing your strategy.

Worry about whether they could copy it if they saw it. If the answer is no, publish it.

The rest of this book is the twenty-four lenses, then a method for applying them.
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PART TWO

The Lenses
Twenty-four is a lot. You don't need all of them for

every situation. Most B2B companies !nd their

strongest move in one of !ve or six: Incentive,

Perception, Business Model, Segmentation,

Distribution, and Propaganda. But the other

eighteen matter — they're where the surprises

come from. Each chapter follows the same

shape: what the lens sees, a plain example, a

B2B example, a worked example, the tell, and

how to run the lens against your own business.



7/20/26, 13:28Asymmetrics Book

Page 17 of 86https://0823176a-7f4d-466f-ac22-3353af8a8f72.claudeusercontent.com/v…ymmetrics%20Book-print-plpoov.dc.html?_omeo=https%3A%2F%2Fclaude.ai

CHAPTER 5

Incentive Asymmetry — the moves rivals won't copy

What it looks like: moves your competitors could technically make, but are incentivized

against making.

The purest asymmetric lens. Your competitors aren't stupid. They know exactly

which moves would be effective in your market. But some of those moves would

hurt them if they made them. A move that would cannibalize their most profitable

line. A move that would insult their biggest customer. A move that would contradict

twenty years of marketing. A move that would break their sales commission structure.

A move that would force their salespeople to explain something embarrassing.

If you can identify a move that would work for you but hurt them to copy, you

have the strongest possible asymmetric position: they can see it, they know it

works, and they still can't respond.

Plain example: In-N-Out only sells burgers, fries, and shakes. Their menu has

never expanded. Every fast-food competitor could technically stop selling chicken,

salads, breakfast, wraps, and fifteen other items — but doing so would destroy

40% of their revenue and half their reason to exist. In-N-Out's simplicity is safe

because copying it would kill the imitator.

B2B example: The consulting firm that publishes its fixed prices on its website.

Consulting incumbents charge on time-and-materials or bespoke SOWs because

it protects their margin and their negotiation leverage. Publishing prices would

be strategic suicide for them — it commodifies their offering and destroys their

revenue model. For a challenger, it builds trust and closes deals faster. Same

move, opposite effects.

Worked example: Basecamp. Basecamp has kept its team under 60 people

for two decades in a category where every serious SaaS competitor is racing to

hit 1,000. The move Basecamp's competitors cannot copy is the one Basecamp

has quietly built its whole company around: refusing to grow.

Every VC-funded project-management competitor — Asana, Monday, ClickUp

— is structurally compelled to hire aggressively, expand product surface, and

grow ARR at rates their boards demand. Basecamp is not. It is profitable, private,

and answerable to its founders alone.
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This structural difference produces asymmetric moves the competitors cannot

follow. Basecamp caps its pricing at a flat rate for unlimited users — every competitor

charges per-seat because per-seat is what their investors expect. Basecamp

publishes strong opinions ("your work is fine, you don't need to move fast and

break things") that would look off-brand for a growth-mode company. Basecamp

will fire customers who mistreat their small support team, a policy that would

be commercially unthinkable for a company measured on churn.

The competitors' response is the tell. They all offer more features than Basecamp.

They all offer more integrations. They all have bigger marketing budgets. And they

all quietly lose specific customer segments — small teams that want a considered

opinion instead of a Swiss army knife — to Basecamp anyway.

Every competitor could theoretically slow down. None can, because their capital

structure prohibits it. That prohibition is the asymmetry, and Basecamp has spent

twenty years turning it into a business.

How to find yours: list your five most profitable competitors. For each one, write

down the three things they cannot say publicly, cannot offer, cannot admit, or

cannot change without breaking their business model. Everything on that list

is a potential asymmetric move for you.

The tell: you know an incentive-asymmetric move is real when you catch yourself

thinking "our competitors could just do this too, though" — and then, on inspection,

realize they actually can't, because copying it would cost them more than it's worth.
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CHAPTER 6

Perception Asymmetry — renaming the problem

What it looks like: the moment when the market's definition of the problem stops

matching the reality of the problem, and one company gets to reset the definition.

Markets settle into a shared way of naming their central problem. "We help you

generate more leads." "We help you close more deals." "We help you retain more

customers." Once the problem is named, every competitor lines up to sell a solution

to that named problem. The category becomes crowded. Buyers get numb.

Then, sometimes, the underlying problem changes. Or was never quite right to

begin with. And whoever renames it — even if the underlying solution is identical

— leapfrogs everyone selling into the old frame.

Plain example: Uber didn't sell "a better taxi service." They sold "a private driver

in five minutes for the price of a taxi." Same physical outcome, completely different

perception. The competitors selling better taxi service (Lyft was later; taxi apps came

before) had to reframe themselves around Uber's definition or be seen as inferior.

B2B example: Salesforce didn't sell CRM better than Siebel. They sold "no software"

at a moment when the market's shared assumption was that enterprise software

required servers, IT, and multi-year implementations. Same category. Different

perception. Siebel had spent a decade building brand equity in a definition that

Salesforce made obsolete in eighteen months.

Worked example: Slack. When Slack launched, "enterprise chat" was a category

— Yammer, HipChat, Skype for Business. Every vendor competed on features:

emoji, integrations, security, admin controls. Buyers evaluated them side by side

and picked based on feature checklists.

Slack won by refusing to compete in the category at all. Their message wasn't "the

best enterprise chat." It was "the end of internal email." That reframe changed

everything downstream. Buyers stopped comparing Slack against HipChat and

started comparing it against Outlook — a comparison Outlook can never win,

because Outlook isn't trying to be Slack.

The perception shift did three things at once. First, it made Slack the alternative to a

pain everyone recognized (email overload) rather than a variation on a product few

actively cared about (enterprise chat). Second, it repriced the category — email is free,
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so Slack couldn't win on cheaper-than-email, but it could win on better-than-email at

a price the buyer wasn't comparing against zero. Third, it made every competing chat

product look like it was competing for scraps of a market Slack had already redefined.

Microsoft's response, Teams, was fast and aggressive — and in seat count, Teams

eventually caught up. But notice what Microsoft could not do: they could not

adopt Slack's positioning. Teams cannot say "the end of email" because Microsoft

sells Outlook. Every asset in Microsoft's portfolio prohibits them from copying

the reframe that made Slack the category-definer.

Slack lost the seat count and still won the perception war. Anyone building a workplace

product today is either "like Slack" or "different from Slack" — they don't compare

themselves to Microsoft.

How to find yours: what is the currently agreed-on name for the problem your

industry solves? What did your buyers actually complain about, in their own words,

in the last customer interview you did? If those two things don't match, there's

a Perception Asymmetry available to whoever names the gap first.

The tell: your best case studies describe a benefit that doesn't fit inside the category

name. That's the market telling you the frame is stale.
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CHAPTER 7

Capability Asymmetry — what they can't build fast enough

What it looks like: the things your competitors could theoretically copy, but only

after years of expensive, disruptive re-engineering.

Some advantages take a long time to build. Proprietary datasets accumulated over

years. Technical architectures that require different engineering DNA. Manufacturing

processes embedded in an entire supply chain. Operational disciplines like Kaizen

that require decades of cultural investment. These things are visible from the

outside — anyone can see what you're doing — but the copy takes so long that

by the time a competitor finishes, you've moved on.

Capability asymmetry rewards patience and punishes copycats. It's often the

sturdiest of the twenty-four lenses.

Plain example: Amazon's fulfillment network. Everyone knows what they built.

Nobody else has built one that can compete, because you'd need twenty years

and a hundred billion dollars.

B2B example: A specialized data provider that spent a decade cleaning, tagging, and

interconnecting a specific industry's messy public records. The final API is trivially

copyable — anyone can build an API. The dataset takes a decade to build, and by the

time a competitor is halfway through, the provider has three more years of data on top.

Worked example: Bloomberg. The Bloomberg terminal costs $27,000 per user

per year. It has a hostile interface, a proprietary keyboard, and looks like it was

designed in 1994 — which it partly was. Every attempt to disrupt Bloomberg has

failed. The reason is a capability moat that took forty years to build.

Bloomberg's data isn't uniquely available. Its analytics aren't uniquely sophisticated. Its

interface is objectively worse than modern alternatives. The moat is the combination

of three things nobody has fully replicated: real-time financial data covering every

asset class in every market, an interface that traders learned in their twenties

and refuse to relearn, and a private messaging network that has become the

industry-standard way to close trades.

Competitors have tried each piece. Refinitiv has data. Various fintech tools have

better interfaces. Symphony was built specifically to replace Bloomberg messaging.

None have won because they can't replicate the combination — and every trader
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in the industry is on the terminal, which is the network the messaging system

depends on. The switching cost isn't monetary; it's professional. A junior trader

who learns anything other than Bloomberg is unemployable at most senior desks.

Michael Bloomberg started building this in 1981. The company still adds thousands

of new data feeds per year. Even a competitor with unlimited capital would need

decades to replicate the depth. And even if they did, the network effect would

take another decade to migrate.

Capability asymmetries are often boring. There's no clever pivot, no growth hack, no

viral moment. Just forty years of compound decisions that made copying prohibitively

expensive. When your competitors say "we could build that," ask them how long

it took you. If the answer is longer than a funding cycle, you're safe.

How to find yours: look at what your business has that took time to build and

would take equal time to rebuild. Not just cash — time. Customer relationships

that predate the market. Domain expertise that only shows up after ten thousand

hours. Software architecture decisions that weren't obvious when you made them

but paid off later. Anything on that list is a capability asymmetry.

The tell: your competitors sometimes copy your feature list within a quarter, but

their version doesn't quite work the same way for reasons neither of you can

fully articulate. That's the capability asymmetry showing through.
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CHAPTER 8

Business Model Asymmetry — value chains they can't switch to

What it looks like: structural business-model choices your competitors can't

adopt without destroying their existing structure.

Not every business model is compatible with every product. Once a company

has raised venture capital, adopted a subscription model, built out a sales team,

and trained investors to expect a certain kind of growth, some business models

become permanently unavailable to them. A challenger can pick any of those

unavailable models and use it as a moat.

The moat isn't the model itself. The moat is that the incumbent's financial structure,

investor relations, salesforce, and partner agreements prohibit them from following.

Plain example: IKEA sells furniture flat-packed and unassembled. Every other furniture

retailer could technically do this. None of them can, because their entire logistics

network, retail footprint, and delivery infrastructure is built around the opposite

assumption. Copying IKEA would require rebuilding the company from the ground up.

B2B example: A software company that sells lifetime licenses instead of subscriptions.

Public SaaS competitors literally cannot follow — their valuations depend on recurring

revenue, and their boards would fire the CEO who tried. This isn't a small opportunity;

a private company selling lifetime licenses into a subscription-fatigued market

can extract significant value because the competitive response is prohibited.

Worked example: Atlassian. Atlassian sold Jira, Confluence, and Trello to millions

of engineering teams without a traditional sales force. For two decades, they built

one of the largest B2B software companies in the world with almost no outbound

sales, no expensive account executives, and no enterprise deal cycles.

The business model was radical for the category. Enterprise software historically

required a sales team — big deals, long procurement, executive relationships.

Atlassian sold self-serve, low-price starting tiers directly to individual developers,

then expanded organically inside the company as adoption grew. They spent

on product and marketing instead of sales.

Their competitors — HP, IBM, Rational — could not follow. Their entire cost structure

was salespeople. Cutting sales meant firing large teams, restructuring incentive

plans, and admitting the model that built the company was now obsolete. So they
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didn't. They kept selling enterprise contracts the traditional way while Atlassian

ate their market from below, one $10-per-user seat at a time.

Public markets rewarded Atlassian richly for this. Investors love no-touch software

revenue because the margins are extraordinary — no commissions to pay, no

SDRs to fund, no enterprise legal reviews. Once Atlassian had scaled the model,

no traditional competitor could compete on price because their cost structure

was fundamentally higher.

Every incumbent could theoretically switch to product-led growth. None could

without gutting their existing revenue, laying off their sales force, and rebuilding

the company. That prohibition — economic, political, human — is the moat.

Twenty years later, most B2B categories now have a product-led-growth challenger

doing to their incumbent what Atlassian did to Rational.

How to find yours: list the three ways money moves through your industry (revenue

model, distribution model, customer acquisition model). For each, ask: what would

have to be true for a company to run the opposite model successfully? Then ask:

is any of that already true, and just unnoticed?

The tell: when you propose a different business model to your board, the objection

isn't "customers won't like it" — it's "we can't do it." That objection is the moat

pointing back at you.
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CHAPTER 9

Time Asymmetry — patience as a weapon

What it looks like: long-term investments your competitors can't make because

their quarterly pressures won't allow them.

Public companies report every quarter. VC-backed companies report at fundraising

milestones. Agencies report at retainer renewal. Freelancers report at every invoice.

Almost every player in your competitive landscape is on a short reporting cycle

that makes multi-year investments look wasteful to their stakeholders.

If you can operate on a five- or ten-year horizon — because you're private,

bootstrapped, founder-led, or just patient — you can make investments that look

inefficient to a competitor's board but pay off durably over time. Once you're a few

years in, the investment becomes a moat: they can't catch up without spending

the same years you did.

Plain example: Costco. They deliberately keep margins low forever, prioritizing

membership growth over quarterly profitability. Every publicly traded retail competitor's

board would demand a "margin optimization initiative" if they tried the same thing.

B2B example: The consultancy that publishes deep, ungated educational content

for years without collecting emails or building a lead funnel. Short-term measurement

calls this a waste. After five years, they are the industry's default educational reference

— a position no lead-optimized competitor can catch up to, because doing so would

require them to give up years of measurable ROI for a delayed and diffuse payoff.

Worked example: Ahrefs. Ahrefs is an SEO software company. It competes against

SEMrush, Moz, and dozens of others. Its capabilities are largely comparable —

index size, data coverage, features. On any single dimension, competitors are close.

What Ahrefs did that no one else did was invest a decade in a content library that

answered every conceivable SEO question — deeply, technically, without gating.

Their blog is arguably the best marketing publication in the SEO industry. Their

YouTube channel has thousands of hours of tutorials. Their Ahrefs Academy is

free and complete. They have spent millions of dollars over ten years producing

content that generates no direct leads and captures no emails.
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Competitors could not follow. Every VC-backed SEO tool needs to justify content

spend against lead volume. Every quarter, the CFO looks at content ROI and cuts

what isn't converting. Ahrefs is profitable, private, and playing a longer game.

Their content is not measured against next quarter's revenue.

Over ten years, this compounded into a moat that is nearly impossible to attack.

Any new SEO professional today, anywhere in the world, learns SEO from Ahrefs

content — before they've considered which tool to buy. By the time they're evaluating

tools, Ahrefs is already the trusted brand. The competitors' better feature sets

or lower prices don't overcome the trust asymmetry the content built.

The time investment was inefficient at every quarterly checkpoint. Any six-month

view would have said "we should be capturing leads, not giving away education."

Only the ten-year view revealed the payoff.

Time asymmetry is invisible until it isn't. The company that spends five years

doing something that looks wasteful is often building the moat that makes the

next fifteen years easy.

How to find yours: what would you invest in if your business could not be measured

for five years? Whatever's on that list is where competitors can't follow.

The tell: the most obviously valuable thing you could build gets rejected at every

quarterly planning meeting because it "doesn't pay back in the current period."

That obstruction is a competitor's problem, not yours.
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CHAPTER 10

Information Asymmetry — the same data, read di#erently

What it looks like: insights hiding in publicly available or industry-standard data,

waiting for someone to synthesize them differently.

Everyone has access to the same market reports, industry statistics, competitor

filings, LinkedIn profiles, hiring announcements, and public financials. Almost nobody

synthesizes them to look for the same signals. The asymmetric opportunity is to

combine information that others read separately — and to notice the correlations

they miss.

You don't need proprietary data. You need a proprietary reading of shared data.

Plain example: Renaissance Technologies, the hedge fund. They found alpha in

public market data for decades using synthesis techniques nobody else applied.

The data was available to everyone.

B2B example: A B2B sales team that noticed a specific job posting sequence —

"hire VP of Sales, then Head of Revenue Ops, then Chief of Staff to CRO" — reliably

preceded a large software purchase in their category by 90 days. Nobody else was

watching for that pattern. They built their entire outbound targeting around it, tripling

reply rates by contacting companies exactly when the buying committee was forming.

Worked example: ZoomInfo. ZoomInfo doesn't own any proprietary data source.

Everything in their database comes from publicly available signals — company

websites, LinkedIn profiles, corporate filings, news announcements, hiring posts, patent

applications. Their data is, in principle, available to anyone who bothers to collect it.

The asymmetry is that no one else assembles it into intent signals at scale. ZoomInfo

synthesizes hundreds of public signals to predict when a company is likely to

buy — a specific hire suggests a new project; a new office suggests expansion; a

patent filing suggests R&D acceleration. Individually, each signal is trivial. Together,

they predict purchase intent with useful accuracy.

Competitors have tried to replicate this. Some have similar data. Few have the

synthesis. The synthesis takes years of engineering, category expertise, and

iteration on what signals actually predict what behavior. Even after building it,

it needs constant refresh — signals age, correlations shift, new signals emerge.
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The customer buys the synthesis, not the data. Sales teams pay ZoomInfo enterprise

prices because it tells them who to call this week, not because it has a bigger

address list than a scraper. If you have a better address list but no synthesis,

you're a database vendor. If you have synthesis, you're an intent platform, and

the pricing (and defensibility) is different by an order of magnitude.

Information asymmetry rarely comes from having secret data. It comes from having a

proprietary reading of shared data. That reading is a compounding asset — every new

customer's outcomes feed back into refining the model, and the model gets better

the more customers use it. It's a data flywheel disguised as an information moat.

How to find yours: what patterns show up in your customer wins that predate the

customer even knowing they had a problem? Trigger events. Personnel changes.

Public announcements. Product launches. Regulatory filings. Somewhere in your

CRM there's a correlation nobody has looked for.

The tell: your best salesperson consistently outperforms the team, and when

asked how, they say something vague like "I just know when someone's ready."

That vague knowledge is a synthesizable pattern.
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CHAPTER 11

Regulatory & Normative Asymmetry — the rules others obey

What it looks like: written rules (laws, regulations) or unwritten norms (industry

conventions, professional courtesies) that constrain your competitors more than

they constrain you.

Every industry has rules that everyone follows even when nobody's checking. Some

are legal requirements. Most are just norms: how emails are worded, how prices

are quoted, how contracts are structured, how sales are conducted. Established

companies obey these norms because breaking them looks unprofessional and

risks the industry establishment's opprobrium. Challengers can break them.

Breaking a norm isn't rude; it's asymmetric. The norms exist because they benefit

incumbents. Violating them advantageously — as long as you're not violating

actual laws or ethics — is a legitimate strategic move.

Plain example: Casper published their return policy right on the homepage: "100-

day free trial, free returns, no questions." Every mattress retailer had a return policy;

none of them advertised it, because doing so implied their mattresses might be

returned. Casper made the return policy the marketing hook and doubled the category.

B2B example: The B2B consultant who publishes their exact fees on their website.

This violates the entire industry norm of "let's discuss your needs first" — a norm

that exists to protect consultants' negotiation leverage. Publishing prices forfeits

leverage but wins trust. Established firms structurally cannot follow because

doing so would collapse their negotiation-based pricing model.

Worked example: Gumroad. Gumroad publishes its revenue publicly. Every

quarter, they post detailed financials — total revenue, gross profit, cash on hand,

sales by category. No SaaS company at their scale does this. Not one.

The industry norm is total opacity. Private companies hide financials for competitive

reasons: don't tell competitors what's working, don't tell employees what to negotiate

for, don't tell investors more than the quarterly board deck. Public companies

disclose the minimum required. Everyone treats revenue as sensitive intelligence.

Gumroad's founder, Sahil Lavingia, made the opposite bet. Publishing revenue

attracts creators (Gumroad's customers) because it demonstrates the platform

is real and growing. It attracts talent who trust the company more than opaque
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alternatives. It generates constant free press because every disclosure becomes

a story. And it makes competing on trust essentially impossible for competitors,

who cannot suddenly start publishing revenue without either revealing weakness

or being seen as copycatting a differentiator that isn't theirs.

The move violates two industry norms at once — "keep revenue private" and

"keep failure private." Gumroad publishes when things go badly too. Nobody

else does. The norm-violation itself is the marketing.

Established competitors cannot follow. Their investors would object. Their boards

would push back on giving competitors intelligence. Their teams would push back

on being publicly measured. The norms are load-bearing — everyone obeys them

because everyone benefits from everyone obeying them. Except the challenger,

for whom breaking the norm is the fastest way to build brand.

Industry norms exist because they benefit incumbents. When you can identify a norm

whose only purpose is protecting the status quo, and you can violate it without violating

any actual law or ethic, you're often looking at an asymmetric marketing opportunity.

How to find yours: what are the "everyone knows you don't do this in our industry"

rules? Which of them are actually legal requirements, and which are just industry

conventions? The latter are your material.

The tell: you've noticed a norm in your industry, thought "this doesn't actually

make sense from the customer's perspective," and then dismissed the thought

because "well, nobody does that." That dismissed thought is your opportunity.
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CHAPTER 12

Network & Ecosystem Asymmetry —
cold-start problems for competitors

What it looks like: ecosystems where the value increases as more users, developers,

or partners join — and where a lead in participation becomes a permanent moat.

Some businesses get more valuable the more people use them. A social network with

a hundred million users is worth more than the same network with ten million, because

each user's experience is richer. If you can build one of these, your competitors

face a "cold-start problem" — they can copy your product but can't copy your

network, because networks require critical mass they don't have.

Network effects don't only apply to consumer social apps. In B2B, they show up

in developer ecosystems, integration marketplaces, industry-standard protocols,

and multi-sided platforms.

Plain example: LinkedIn. Any competitor could technically build a better version

of the software. None can build the network. The value is in the professionals

who are on it, and they're on it because everyone else is on it.

B2B example: Stripe's developer ecosystem. Any payments company can process

credit cards. Stripe's asymmetric advantage is the ten thousand developers,

libraries, integrations, and adjacent services that make Stripe the default technical

choice — even for companies whose payment volume might be cheaper elsewhere.

Copying the software is easy. Copying the ecosystem is nearly impossible.

Worked example: Figma. Figma is a design tool. Its main competitor was Adobe

XD, part of Adobe's Creative Cloud — a suite so dominant in design that Adobe

was considered untouchable. Adobe had thirty years of designer relationships,

a massive product suite, and near-monopoly market share.

Figma's move was multiplayer. Every designer's file was accessible in the browser,

editable by multiple people at once, shareable with a single link. Designers could invite

engineers, PMs, and stakeholders to view or comment in real time. Instead of files

that got emailed as PNGs to non-designers, Figma made design a shared workspace.

The multiplayer feature was, in isolation, a nice UX improvement. But it created

a network effect. The more people at a company used Figma, the more valuable

Figma became to that company. Once engineers were using Figma to inspect
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designs, PMs were using it to comment on flows, and executives were using it

to review mockups, the switching cost wasn't just "our designers would have

to relearn a tool." It was "the entire company would have to relearn a workflow."

Adobe tried to catch up. Adobe XD added collaboration features, then browser

access, then commenting. It didn't matter. Once the ecosystem tipped, users'

expectations were set by Figma's implementation, and Adobe was always the

one catching up. Adobe eventually tried to buy Figma for $20 billion; regulators

blocked the deal, Adobe paid a $1 billion termination fee, and Adobe killed Adobe XD.

Network effects don't require millions of users. In a B2B tool, the network can be the

twenty people at one company who all depend on the same shared workspace. Once

that network is established, competitors can copy the software but not the network.

How to find yours: does your product become more valuable when a new user

joins? When a new developer builds on top of it? When a new integration ships? If

yes, you have a network to build. If the value doesn't compound with participation,

this lens doesn't apply to you.

The tell: your best customers spontaneously recommend you to peers because

they benefit from those peers using the same product. That's the network working.
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CHAPTER 13

Distribution & Access Asymmetry — owning the shelf

What it looks like: control over the channel that reaches customers, such that

competitors have to go through you or accept an inferior route.

Most companies think of distribution as the last step in getting a product to a

customer. Asymmetric thinkers treat it as the first strategic choice. If you can

secure preferential access to your customers — through partnerships, integrations,

exclusive channels, workflow integrations, or category-owning content — your

competitors are forced into worse channels or forced to pay you for access to yours.

The most powerful version of this lens is integrating your product at a critical

point in the customer's workflow where competitors don't currently exist.

Plain example: Intel Inside. Intel wasn't the customer's chosen brand — computer

manufacturers were. But Intel made itself the manufacturer's default choice through

the Intel Inside program and made itself relevant to end consumers through advertising.

They controlled two channels: the OEM relationship and the consumer perception.

AMD spent decades trying to duplicate this.

B2B example: A B2B software product that partners directly with venture capital

firms to be the "default recommended solution" for portfolio companies at Series A.

The channel is the VC firm. The customer never has to search or evaluate; they're

introduced to the vendor by the person who just gave them millions of dollars.

Competitors can't copy this without spending years building similar VC relationships.

Worked example: Twilio. Twilio sells communications infrastructure — SMS,

voice, video, email. Their competition includes telecom giants with vastly larger

footprints, marketing budgets, and existing enterprise relationships. On any traditional

axis of B2B competition, Twilio should have lost.

They won by choosing a distribution channel their competitors didn't recognize

as one: developers. Twilio built the entire product around developer experience

— clean APIs, excellent documentation, generous free tiers, code snippets you

could copy into your app in five minutes. They didn't sell to procurement or CIOs;

they sold to the individual engineer building a feature.
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Once an engineer had integrated Twilio into their product, switching cost became

prohibitive. Engineers hate rewriting working code. IT leadership discovered Twilio

was already embedded across dozens of internal applications long before any

formal evaluation. The buying decision had already been made — repeatedly,

invisibly — by individual developers making individual choices.

Telecom competitors had no channel to reach these developers. Their sales motion

was enterprise procurement — six-month cycles, master service agreements,

security reviews. By the time their sales team even scheduled a meeting with

the CIO, Twilio was already running production traffic across the company.

Twilio's distribution asymmetry compounded. Every engineer who used Twilio

evangelized it to their peers. Every open-source library referenced Twilio's API. Every

startup accelerator recommended it. Every hackathon featured it. The distribution

channel — developer word-of-mouth and technical evangelism — was self-reinforcing

in a way traditional sales could never be.

Distribution asymmetry often comes from choosing a channel your competitors

don't consider a channel. If your industry's default distribution is "sell to executives,"

look at whether "get adopted by end users" opens a path they can't follow.

How to find yours: who introduces buyers in your category to their first vendor?

Who influences the shortlist? Who owns the moment when the customer decides

they have the problem? Any of these are shelf space. Owning any of them is a

distribution asymmetry.

The tell: the last three customers you closed were introduced by the same source,

and you've done nothing formal to cultivate that source. That's a channel waiting

to be owned.
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CHAPTER 14

Speed & Agility Asymmetry — inside their decision cycle

What it looks like: organizational speed differences that let you observe, decide,

and act inside the time your competitors need to complete a single decision cycle.

Every organization has a decision cycle — the time it takes to notice a change,

agree on a response, and execute it. Big companies have long cycles. Layered

companies have longer ones. Compliance-heavy companies have the longest.

Small, focused organizations can be an order of magnitude faster.

If your cycle is faster than your competitor's, you can move, watch them notice,

watch them plan, watch them try to respond, and by the time their response ships,

you're two moves ahead. This is the concept of "operating inside the OODA loop"

— a phrase from military strategy that applies just as well to business.

The advantage compounds. Every cycle you complete while they're still on their

previous one widens the gap.

Plain example: Amazon's press-release-driven product development. They start

with the customer-facing announcement, then work backward. This lets them

evaluate ideas in days rather than the months it takes competitors to run traditional

product development.

B2B example: A solo B2B strategist who can go from a client insight in the morning

to rewritten copy on the client's website the same afternoon. The client's incumbent

agency needs four meetings and a two-week review to accomplish the same change.

Every iteration the solo strategist makes is two weeks ahead of the agency's response.

Worked example: Linear. Linear is a project management tool for software teams.

It launched into a market dominated by Jira (Atlassian) and other well-funded

incumbents. Every one of them had more features, more integrations, and more

customers than Linear on day one.

Linear won significant share by shipping faster than anyone else in the category.

They release meaningful improvements multiple times per week, often within days

of a user request. Jira takes months to ship a comparable change. This isn't a

marketing claim — users can watch the release notes stack up. Linear ships so

fast that engineers feel like the tool is being built for them personally, in real time.
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The speed comes from structural choices Jira cannot make. Linear has a small

team of senior engineers with wide latitude. No committee approvals. No cross-

functional alignment meetings. No enterprise release cycles. When they decide to

ship something, it ships. When they discover a bug, it's fixed the same afternoon.

Atlassian, by contrast, has thousands of engineers, hundreds of enterprise customers

with change-management requirements, complex compliance obligations, and

coordination costs at every level. Any single feature change requires reviews,

approvals, backward-compatibility testing, and staged rollouts. This isn't incompetence

— it's the natural consequence of running an enterprise product at scale.

Linear's speed advantage compounds. Every week they ship faster, the gap widens.

Engineers who try Linear feel the difference immediately. Word spreads within

engineering-heavy communities. Even Jira's customers move to Linear for their

newer teams, keeping Jira only for legacy projects. The speed becomes both

the product and the marketing.

Speed asymmetry doesn't require heroics. It requires structural choices — small

teams, high autonomy, minimal process — that larger competitors are permanently

prohibited from replicating without dismantling themselves.

How to find yours: what's the slowest step in your competitor's decision-to-

execution cycle? Legal review? Committee approval? Cross-functional alignment?

Client sign-off? If you can bypass or shorten that step by structural design (not

heroics), you have a speed asymmetry.

The tell: you often watch competitors respond to something you did three months

earlier, and by the time they've responded, you've done two more things they

haven't noticed yet. That's the OODA gap working in your favor.
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CHAPTER 15

Segmentation & Focus Asymmetry — niches too small to defend

What it looks like: valuable customer niches that market leaders overlook, underserve,

or actively refuse to serve because the niche is too small to justify their attention.

Every market has a distribution of customer segments. Incumbents optimize for

the largest and most profitable. Everyone else — smaller companies, unusual

industries, edge cases, regulatory-heavy niches, geographically constrained buyers

— is either underserved by generic tools or forced to buy overpriced enterprise

solutions that don't fit their needs.

A challenger can dominate one of these underserved niches by building specifically

for it. The incumbent can't respond because the niche is a rounding error on

their revenue and diverting resources to serve it would distract from their core.

The narrower the niche, the more defensible the position — up to the point where

the niche is too small to build a business on.

Plain example: Basecamp. Small teams didn't need enterprise project management.

But every project management tool assumed enterprise as the target buyer and

pushed features accordingly. Basecamp built for small teams and dominated

that niche for two decades. Microsoft and Atlassian could see the market but

couldn't retool to serve it well.

B2B example: A B2B software vendor that serves only credit unions under $500M

in assets. Big banking software companies won't build for this segment because

the average deal size is too small. General SMB software doesn't understand the

compliance requirements. The vendor dominates because they built specifically

for the niche and refuse to serve outside it.

Worked example: Toast. Toast makes point-of-sale software. It competes against

Square, Clover, and every general-purpose POS vendor. On paper, it should have lost

— the incumbents had bigger footprints, larger sales teams, and better economics.

Toast won by refusing to sell to anyone except restaurants. Every product decision,

every feature, every marketing message, every partnership was built for restaurant

operators specifically. Menu engineering. Table management. Kitchen display

integration. Split checks. Tip pooling. Order-to-line item mapping. Compliance

with restaurant-specific tax rules across every state.
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Square and Clover serve restaurants, but they also serve retail, salons, service

businesses, and everything else. Their products are inevitably compromises — the

restaurant features are decent but not deep. Toast's product isn't a compromise. It's

an operating system for a restaurant, built by people who understand restaurants

better than most restaurant owners do.

This niche focus produced a compounding advantage. Toast could hire restaurant

operations experts, publish restaurant-industry research, sponsor restaurant

conferences, and build every integration a restaurant would ever need. Their

customer success team spoke restaurant language. Their sales team could talk

about food cost percentages and prime cost management fluently.

Square and Clover couldn't respond. Their target market required them to remain

horizontal — to serve as many verticals as possible. Focusing all their resources on

restaurants would have alienated tens of thousands of non-restaurant customers.

So they didn't. Toast dominated the restaurant vertical while Square and Clover

competed in every other vertical.

Segmentation asymmetry works when the segment is too large to ignore but

too small to defend without abandoning the mainstream business. Restaurants

were exactly that — a trillion-dollar industry that horizontal POS vendors couldn't

build a dedicated product for without losing their broader market.

How to find yours: who is your industry's incumbent overserving with features

they don't need at prices they can't afford? Who is your industry's incumbent

underserving because the segment is too small? The intersection of those two

lists is where segmentation asymmetries live.

The tell: you occasionally get customer inquiries from an unusual industry that doesn't

fit your ICP, and when you serve them anyway, they become disproportionately

good customers. That's the niche showing itself.
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CHAPTER 16

Brand & Trust Asymmetry — what they're too compromised to say

What it looks like: authentic positions or missions your competitors can't credibly

claim because their business model, ownership, or history contradicts the claim.

Trust is asymmetric because trust has to be earned by action, not by claim. Any

position built through demonstrated action — over years, through decisions that

cost money — is durable. A competitor who tries to copy the position later looks

hypocritical because they didn't pay the cost.

Every incumbent in your category has done things that make certain positions

permanently unavailable to them. If a management consultancy has spent thirty years

billing by the hour, they cannot credibly claim to prioritize efficient outcomes over

hours worked. If a public company has spent a decade optimizing for shareholder

returns, they cannot credibly claim to prioritize social mission. If a company has

taken venture funding, they cannot credibly claim to be founder-led forever.

Find the position your competitors are structurally too compromised to claim.

Claim it. Live it. Watch them fail to respond credibly.

Plain example: Patagonia's environmentalism. Every apparel company could technically

make the same claims about environmental practice. None would be believed,

because Patagonia has decades of actual, expensive decisions backing the claim.

B2B example: The B2B consultant who explicitly refuses to take on more than

three clients at a time. Competitors can't copy this — their business models require

billable-hour utilization that mandates a larger client base. The consultant's clients

trust that they're the priority. This is a brand claim backed by a structural choice

the consultant makes at real financial cost.

Worked example: Buffer. Buffer, a social media scheduling tool, publishes every

employee's salary publicly. Not the range — the exact number, with the person's

name attached, updated in real time. The whole world can see what the CEO

makes. And what every engineer, marketer, and support person makes.

They also publish revenue, growth metrics, layoffs when they happen, and the

internal reasoning behind major strategic decisions. Their transparency policy

is more radical than any competitor's, and they've held to it for over a decade —
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including through periods when transparency was inconvenient. A 2016 layoff

was reported with painful detail, in public, in real time.

The result is a brand competitors cannot authentically claim. Hootsuite, Later, Sprout

Social, and every other social scheduling tool talks about being "customer-focused"

or "team-first." Buffer proves it, in public, with numbers, forever. Any competitor

who now started publishing salaries would look like they were copying Buffer.

Trust asymmetries built through action are extraordinarily durable. Anyone can

claim to be transparent in marketing copy. Almost no one is willing to actually do

it — because publishing salaries irritates high earners, publishing revenue helps

competitors, and publishing failures embarrasses management. Buffer accepted all

three costs, permanently, in exchange for a brand asset competitors cannot fake.

Their customers noticed. Buffer's customer retention is among the strongest in the

category. Their employees noticed too — Buffer became a talent magnet for people who

value working at a company they trust. Both compounding benefits were paid for by the

willingness to do something structurally uncomfortable, for a decade, without wavering.

Brand and trust asymmetries look like marketing until you realize they're operational

choices. The marketing tells the story. The choices are what make it true — and are

what competitors can't copy without paying the same cost, for the same length

of time, in the same public way.

How to find yours: what position would your customers most want to trust, that

your competitors can't credibly claim because of who they are? What could you

do — repeatedly, at real cost — to prove you deserve that trust?

The tell: your customers frequently praise you for a quality your competitors

technically also claim but nobody actually believes them about. That's the trust

asymmetry ready to be owned.



7/20/26, 13:28Asymmetrics Book

Page 41 of 86https://0823176a-7f4d-466f-ac22-3353af8a8f72.claudeusercontent.com/v…ymmetrics%20Book-print-plpoov.dc.html?_omeo=https%3A%2F%2Fclaude.ai

CHAPTER 17

Capital Asymmetry — money as strategy

What it looks like: access to different financial structures, funding sources, or

cost of capital that enables strategic moves competitors can't fund.

Money is not neutral. A company funded by venture capital operates differently

than one funded by private equity, which operates differently than a bootstrapped

company, which operates differently than a public company. Each funding structure

enables certain moves and prohibits others.

If your funding structure enables a strategy your competitors' structures prohibit,

you have a capital asymmetry — and the strategy is defensible because they

can't refinance fast enough to follow.

The most obvious version is "blitzscaling" — using massive venture capital to

subsidize prices and buy market share before competitors can respond. But there

are quieter versions: private equity roll-ups, family-office long-term investments,

employee-owned patient capital, or simple profitable-bootstrapping that funds

long-term bets without answering to investors.

Plain example: Uber's early years. They subsidized rides at a loss for years, funded

by billions in VC. Traditional taxi companies had no comparable capital access.

By the time the traditional players could react, Uber owned the category.

B2B example: A bootstrapped B2B software company that decides not to grow

beyond 15 employees. Their competitors, all VC-funded, are structurally required

to hire aggressively and grow at 3x per year. The bootstrapped company's cost

structure lets them price 60% lower on the same product, and their competitors

literally can't match without collapsing their unit economics.

Worked example: Craigslist. Craigslist looks like a website from 1996 because

it is one. It has no design team, no product team, and around 50 employees. It

handles billions of classified listings per year across hundreds of cities. It generates

hundreds of millions in annual revenue, most of it from a small number of paid

categories in a small number of cities. Everything else is free.

Craig Newmark famously turned down billions in VC offers and acquisition bids. The

company is privately held, profitable, and has never raised outside capital. Every

competitor — from newspapers to specialized sites like Trulia and Indeed — is VC-



7/20/26, 13:28Asymmetrics Book

Page 42 of 86https://0823176a-7f4d-466f-ac22-3353af8a8f72.claudeusercontent.com/…ymmetrics%20Book-print-plpoov.dc.html?_omeo=https%3A%2F%2Fclaude.ai

funded or publicly traded, with pressure to grow revenue, monetize aggressively,

and expand product surface.

This capital structure is the asymmetry. Because Craigslist doesn't need to grow

revenue, it can leave money on the table forever. It could sell display ads and

generate hundreds of millions more. It doesn't. It could charge to list in more

categories. It doesn't. It could add features, redesign the site, hire product managers,

launch a mobile app with better UX. It doesn't.

Every choice that would generate more revenue would also alienate the users.

Every competitor, forced by capital pressure to make those choices, alienates

users in exchange for revenue. Craigslist just keeps not making them.

For twenty-five years, competitors have tried to unseat Craigslist by being "Craigslist

but better." They fail because the thing that makes Craigslist good is the exact

thing their capital structure prohibits: doing less. Even competitors that briefly

outmaneuver Craigslist in specific verticals (Airbnb in rentals, StubHub in tickets)

leave Craigslist's core intact.

Capital structure determines strategic options. A profitable, patient, private company

can hold positions that publicly-traded or VC-backed competitors cannot even

attempt. That patience is a moat you can measure in decades.

How to find yours: how is your business funded? What can that funding structure

do that your competitors' funding structure can't? What can it not do that your

competitors' can? Each of those is a strategic constraint that becomes a strategic

advantage in the right situation.

The tell: you can afford to make a specific strategic choice that your competitors

would fire their CEO for making. That's your capital asymmetry manifesting.
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CHAPTER 18

Portfolio & Synergy Asymmetry — the $ywheel they can't copy

What it looks like: mutually reinforcing business units, products, or services that

generate compound value together — value that a pure-play competitor can't match.

Some companies have advantages that don't live in any single product. They live in the

interaction between products. One product generates customers who buy the second.

Data from the second improves the first. The third makes both stickier. A competitor

can build any single product as well as you — but they can't build the flywheel.

This lens is often confused with "we sell multiple things." Multiple things is a product

line. A flywheel is when each thing makes the others more valuable.

Plain example: Apple. Any competitor can build a phone. Any competitor can build

a laptop. Any competitor can build headphones. Nobody else can build all three

such that they seamlessly hand off to each other. That handoff is the flywheel.

B2B example: A B2B analytics company that sells (1) reporting software, (2)

benchmarking data derived from customer usage, and (3) advisory services based

on the benchmarks. Each product feeds the others. Competitors can build any single

one, but reproducing the flywheel requires reproducing all three simultaneously.

Worked example: HubSpot. HubSpot sells marketing software, sales software,

customer service software, CMS, operations tools, and payment processing.

Each individual product has stronger point solutions in the market. Marketo is

better at enterprise marketing automation. Salesforce is more powerful for sales.

Zendesk is deeper on service.

HubSpot wins by integrating all of them. A HubSpot customer gets marketing,

sales, and service data unified from day one — no integration project, no data

migration, no reporting reconciliation. The marketing team's lead-scoring changes

automatically update the sales team's pipeline. Support tickets automatically flag

at-risk accounts to sales. Marketing sees which content drove closed revenue

without a data warehouse project.

Competitors that offer superior point solutions cannot match this. A customer

using Marketo, Salesforce, and Zendesk faces months of integration work to get

the same unified view — and every quarterly system update potentially breaks the
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connections. The integration cost is often higher than the software cost. HubSpot's

synergy makes it competitive against much larger, more established point solutions.

The synergy isn't just software. HubSpot's Academy, community, and partner

ecosystem also feed into each other. A HubSpot certification means the same

thing across all their products. A HubSpot partner can implement all of them.

A HubSpot buyer at one company recognizes HubSpot at their next employer.

Salesforce, Marketo, and their peers cannot easily replicate this because their

acquisitions came in pieces, over decades, with different tech stacks, different

data models, different sales teams. Integrating them now would require massive

engineering investment against uncertain payoff. So they don't. HubSpot's flywheel

— each product making the others more valuable — remains uncopyable.

Portfolio synergy is often built into the founding architecture and cannot be added later

without dismantling the company. If you started as a suite, you have an asymmetry

over competitors who assembled a suite through acquisition.

How to find yours: map your revenue streams. For each, ask: does this generate a

data asset, a customer relationship, or a capability that improves another revenue

stream? If yes, you have flywheel material. If not, you have a product line.

The tell: when a customer buys one of your products, they consistently expand into

others without a sales conversation. That silent expansion is the flywheel at work.
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CHAPTER 19

Complexity Asymmetry — simplify or master it

What it looks like: opportunities to either radically simplify an offering in a complex

industry, or to tackle a problem so complex that competitors avoid it.

Complexity accumulates. Successful companies add features, options, service

tiers, customization, and configurability until their product is baroque. A challenger

can attack this in two directions.

Simplification asymmetry: offer a stripped-down version so much simpler that

the incumbents can't respond without abandoning their most profitable customers.

Southwest Airlines, one aircraft type, one class, no assigned seats. Legacy carriers

couldn't follow without dismantling their hub-and-spoke networks.

Mastery asymmetry: take on a problem so complex, messy, or operationally miserable

that other companies avoid it. Palantir integrates disparate enterprise data — a job so

ugly that traditional software firms won't touch it. The complexity itself is the moat.

Both directions work. The choice depends on your appetite for either radical focus

or radical difficulty.

Plain example (simplify): Netflix's original DVD-by-mail. Blockbuster's complexity

— stores, late fees, tiered rental prices, physical inventory management — was

their business. Netflix's simplicity was three DVDs at a time, one flat price, no

due dates. Blockbuster couldn't follow without gutting their store network.

B2B example (master): A vendor that specializes in migrating data out of a specific,

notoriously difficult legacy enterprise system. Everyone hates the migration. Nobody

wants to specialize in it. The vendor charges premium prices because they solved

a problem the rest of the market refused to touch.

Worked example: Superhuman. Superhuman is an email client that charges $30

per month per user. In a market where Gmail is free and Outlook comes bundled

with corporate software, this price should be indefensible. It isn't.

Superhuman's asymmetric move was to radically simplify email to the point of

luxury. Every design decision serves speed and focus. Keyboard shortcuts for

everything. No ads. No notifications for non-priority messages. Instant search.
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Snoozing. Templates. Read status. Every feature that saves the user seconds

is present; every feature that costs them seconds is removed.

Gmail and Outlook cannot follow. They're free products serving billions of users, most

of whom want the feature bloat Superhuman removes — calendar integration, chat,

tasks, extensions, previewed images, promotional tab sorting, meeting scheduling,

video conferencing. Removing these features would alienate the vast majority

of users to serve the small minority who want minimalism.

Superhuman charges $30/month specifically because it filters for the users who value

their time enough to pay for the simplicity. This isn't a coincidence. The high price is the

marketing — it signals seriousness and creates a self-selecting user base of executives,

founders, and knowledge workers whose hourly rate makes email inefficiency expensive.

Competitors emerged trying to copy the model. Most failed. The reason: copying

Superhuman requires the same fanatical commitment to feature restraint over

years, plus the operational discipline to charge premium prices in a market that

thinks email should be free. Most attempts drift toward more features or lower

prices — the market's gravitational pull.

Complexity asymmetry through simplification is harder than it looks. It requires

refusing users' requests to add features, forever, in a category where competitors

are adding them constantly. That refusal is the moat.

How to find yours: what part of your industry is buried in complexity that customers

hate? Can you either strip it away completely, or master it so thoroughly that customers

pay you to make it disappear? Both moves work; both are asymmetric.

The tell: you routinely hear customers complain about complexity in your industry,

and your team's response is "yeah, that's just how it is." Every "that's just how

it is" is a complexity asymmetry waiting to be exploited.
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CHAPTER 20

Risk Appetite Asymmetry — bets they can't make

What it looks like: calculated risks your competitors systematically avoid because

of institutional risk aversion, career risk to executives, or governance constraints.

Big companies avoid certain bets. Not because the bets are wrong — often the

math is fine. They avoid them because the executives making the call would be

personally punished if the bet failed. This creates predictable blind spots. A smaller,

more risk-tolerant competitor can take those bets and win, because losing wouldn't

destroy them and winning changes their trajectory.

The clearest cases are "long-shot" bets: R&D moonshots, unconventional business

models, controversial product launches, hiring bets on unusual talent. Big companies

are structurally programmed to avoid these. Challenger companies can make

them freely.

Plain example: SpaceX's approach to rocket development — build fast, blow it up,

learn, iterate. Traditional aerospace contractors couldn't operate this way; their cost-

plus contract structure and government oversight require slow, cautious, expensive

development. SpaceX's willingness to fail publicly was itself the asymmetric edge.

B2B example: A B2B startup that publicly attacks a Fortune 500 incumbent by

name in its marketing. Every large competitor could do the same — they don't,

because their PR teams and lawyers would veto it, and the incumbent might retaliate

through legal or partnership channels. The startup faces no such constraint. Naming

names becomes their marketing strategy.

Worked example: Cloudflare. Cloudflare provides internet infrastructure — DDoS

protection, CDN, DNS. Their competitors include Akamai, Fastly, and various cloud

providers. On most product dimensions, they're competitive but not obviously superior.

Their asymmetric move has been taking on customers other providers refuse.

Cloudflare defends websites that no one else will defend — controversial forums,

journalist outlets in hostile regimes, communities other providers de-platform

under pressure. They've weathered congressional hearings, activist campaigns,

and periodic PR crises over these choices.
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Each incident is genuinely painful. Cloudflare has been forced to explain, defend, and

occasionally reverse its choices in public. Executives have testified. Users have quit.

Investors have questioned management. And yet Cloudflare has continued to accept the

risk because the business benefits are real: they attract customers who need providers

willing to defend edge cases, they build a reputation as a principled infrastructure

provider, and they win business specifically because other providers have refused.

Larger competitors — AWS, Google Cloud, Akamai — cannot make the same bet.

Their scale creates political exposure their PR teams and legal departments will

not accept. When their leadership faces the same choice Cloudflare's leadership

faces, the answer is always "no." That "no" is Cloudflare's opening.

This isn't a moral judgment about their choices. It's an observation about risk

tolerance. Cloudflare's founders have publicly staked their reputation on being

infrastructure providers, not editorial gatekeepers. That stake — sincerely held,

expensively defended — creates space to serve customers others avoid.

Risk appetite is a real asymmetry. If you're willing to accept the specific kinds of

costs your competitors' governance structures prohibit, you can serve segments

they cannot. The cost is real, ongoing, and public — but so is the moat it creates.

How to find yours: what bet would you make if you were confident it would work,

but that a competitor's board or general counsel would veto? Anything on that

list is where risk-appetite asymmetry lives.

The tell: your gut tells you a specific bold move would work, and every third-

party advisor tells you it's "too risky." Sometimes they're right. Sometimes they're

wrong in a way that reveals an asymmetry.
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CHAPTER 21

Talent & Culture Asymmetry — people they can't hire

What it looks like: the ability to attract, organize, or motivate a specific kind

of talent that competitors cannot access, retain, or deploy effectively.

Some talent doesn't respond to money. It responds to mission, autonomy, a specific

kind of team, a specific kind of problem, or a specific culture. If you can build the

environment that attracts this talent, your competitors are locked out — they can offer

more money and still not compete, because money isn't what these people want.

The rarest version of this asymmetry is a genuine culture that competitors can't

replicate. Culture in most companies is a poster in the break room; in a few, it's

a real operating system that makes certain kinds of work possible that couldn't

happen anywhere else.

Plain example: Netflix's "Freedom and Responsibility" culture — a small team of

highly paid, highly autonomous senior professionals, no formal vacation policy, no

expense approvals under a certain threshold, and a norm of firing anyone who wasn't

operating at senior level. Traditional media companies structurally couldn't replicate

this because their entire management hierarchy was built on the opposite assumption.

B2B example: A B2B research firm that hires only ex-journalists, not ex-consultants,

to write industry reports. The output has a completely different voice — narrative,

contrarian, opinionated — than the vague, hedged output of consultancy competitors.

Competitors could theoretically hire journalists, but their editorial process would

sand off exactly the voice that makes the reports valuable.

Worked example: GitLab. GitLab is a software development platform. Their

main competitor is GitHub, owned by Microsoft, with vastly more capital, brand

recognition, and network effects. On paper, GitLab shouldn't be competitive.

GitLab's asymmetric bet was being entirely remote — not just remote-friendly,

but fully remote, from founding, with no offices at all. This was a radical choice

in the early 2010s when nearly every tech company operated from Silicon Valley

offices and treated remote work as an accommodation, not a strategy.

The talent implications were transformative. GitLab could hire the best engineers

anywhere in the world without asking them to move. A senior engineer in Poland,

Vietnam, or Brazil could work for GitLab without relocation. The talent pool expanded
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from "engineers willing to live in San Francisco" to "engineers on Earth." Their

compensation could be competitive globally rather than compressed by SF

salary norms.

Culturally, GitLab built a company around asynchronous work. Documentation

replaced meetings. Written decisions replaced hallway conversations. Their entire

handbook — how the company operates, how decisions are made, how comp is

set — is published publicly. Every process is optimized for a distributed workforce.

Competitors could not follow easily. Established companies with offices, real

estate commitments, and workflows built around synchronous meetings cannot

simply switch to fully remote. The organizational muscle for async work takes

years to build. Culture is expensive to change. Even competitors that adopted

remote work during COVID discovered that "remote" and "remote-first-by-design"

are fundamentally different operational modes.

GitLab's talent asymmetry compounded. As the best remote workers self-selected

into GitLab, their culture strengthened, which attracted more remote workers,

which further widened the gap. Ten years in, GitLab has an operational advantage

that competitors adopting remote-work post-COVID cannot easily match.

Talent and culture asymmetries are structural. If you build a culture that attracts people

your competitors can't reach, you have an advantage that grows over time — and one

that competitors cannot fake without becoming, structurally, a different company.

How to find yours: what kind of person would love working for your company but

would be miserable working for your competitors? If you can name that person

and build a company that attracts them, you have a talent asymmetry.

The tell: the people who thrive at your company would openly refuse a higher-paying

offer from your competitors. That refusal is the culture asymmetry made visible.
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CHAPTER 22

Resource & Input Asymmetry — bottlenecks they depend on

What it looks like: critical raw materials, physical locations, or upstream inputs

you control that force competitors to depend on you or accept inferior substitutes.

Some businesses depend on inputs. If one company controls enough of the input,

that company has leverage over everyone else in the value chain. This is less common

in software than in hardware, energy, and materials — but even in software, "input"

can mean specialized talent, specific data sources, or key third-party integrations.

The purest version is exclusive access. The more common version is "cheaper access"

or "higher-quality access" that isn't formally exclusive but is difficult to replicate.

Plain example: ASML, the Dutch company that makes the extreme ultraviolet

lithography machines needed to manufacture advanced semiconductors. Every leading-

edge chipmaker in the world depends on ASML. Competitors could theoretically build

a similar machine — but ASML has fifteen years of manufacturing lead time on them.

B2B example: A B2B services firm that secured a decade-long exclusive data-

sharing agreement with a major industry association. Competitors have access

to the same industry, but not to that dataset. The firm builds its entire product

around insights derivable only from the exclusive data.

Worked example: Palantir. Palantir builds software for defense, intelligence,

and highly regulated industries. Their competitors — general enterprise software

vendors, consultancies, other analytics firms — could theoretically build competing

products. On paper, Palantir's technology isn't uniquely difficult.

Their asymmetric moat is a specific resource: engineers with active security clearances.

To build for U.S. defense and intelligence, developers often need to hold Top Secret

or higher clearances. Getting cleared takes years, requires U.S. citizenship, and

comes with significant government scrutiny. The pool of cleared engineers who also

have modern software engineering skills is small — a few thousand people worldwide.

Palantir has spent two decades assembling that pool. They've built the operational

muscle to sponsor clearances, retain cleared engineers through cyclical government

funding, and pair them with commercial engineers who don't need clearances.

This gives them access to classified environments, classified data, and classified

contracts that most software companies cannot bid on.
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Competitors have tried to enter. Most fail because they can't hire fast enough. The

clearance backlog runs 18 months or more. A commercial software company that

decides to enter defense in Q1 cannot deploy a cleared engineering team until at least

Q3 of the following year — and by then Palantir has already delivered the next iteration.

The resource asymmetry compounds through relationships. Every classified project

Palantir delivers builds trust with program managers who then request Palantir

on the next project. Every cleared engineer they retain becomes more valuable

because their institutional knowledge accumulates. Every commercial application

they build reuses the operational muscle they built for defense.

Resource asymmetries in B2B often look nothing like raw materials. They can

be specific talent pools, specific certifications, specific relationships, or specific

regulatory qualifications. Whatever the resource is, if it takes longer to acquire

than a competitor's product cycle, you have a moat.

How to find yours: what inputs does your industry depend on? Which of those

inputs are you close enough to control, either through exclusive agreements,

geographic proximity, historical relationships, or capital investment? If you can

find one, you have a resource asymmetry.

The tell: your competitors regularly ask to license, partner with, or acquire something

you own. That "something" is the resource they need and can't easily get elsewhere.
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CHAPTER 23

Geopolitical Asymmetry — maps they can't redraw

What it looks like: location-specific advantages arising from national policies,

trade agreements, subsidies, or political stability that competitors bound to other

regions can't access.

Global companies operate across borders, but they're often bound to a home

country whose politics, regulations, and trade relationships constrain them. If

you're positioned in a country or region with favorable policies for your industry

— subsidies, protected access, tax benefits, trade agreements — competitors

from other regions can't easily match your cost structure or market access.

This lens is macro. It requires thinking about your business in the context of national

industrial policy, trade wars, geopolitical alliances, and cross-border regulation.

Plain example: European aerospace companies benefiting from EU industrial policy

subsidies that U.S. competitors can't access — and vice versa for U.S. defense

contractors benefiting from Pentagon spending inaccessible to European firms.

B2B example: A B2B software company that manufactures its hardware components

in a country whose government offers substantial export subsidies for tech products.

Competitors in countries without such subsidies pay 15-20% more for equivalent

components — a gap that shows up in every sales cycle.

Worked example: Wise. Wise (formerly TransferWise) is an international money

transfer company. Their competitors include traditional banks, Western Union, and

dozens of newer fintech firms. Their product — cheaper cross-border payments

— is technically simple.

Their asymmetric move was leveraging European Union financial passporting. As

an EU-licensed financial institution, Wise could operate across all EU member

states with a single license from a single regulator (the UK's FCA, before Brexit,

and later Belgium's NBB). Every U.S. or Asian competitor entering Europe faced

country-by-country licensing, taking years and millions of dollars per country.

This regulatory advantage translated directly to product economics. Wise could

offer competitive rates across dozens of European corridors without the compliance

overhead of dozens of separate regulatory relationships. Their competitors either
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had to skip Europe (making them uncompetitive for European businesses) or

absorb massive compliance costs (making their pricing uncompetitive with Wise).

Similar geopolitical leverage worked in Asia. Wise structured its expansion through

Singapore, which has favorable financial infrastructure and treaty relationships

with major Asian markets. Their competitors, structured through U.S. or European

home bases, faced harder regulatory paths.

The geopolitical asymmetry compounded through the layered regulatory relationships

Wise built. Once they were licensed in Europe, they could add markets faster.

Once they demonstrated compliant operation across dozens of currencies, they

became the default choice for banks needing correspondent relationships. The

regulatory infrastructure itself became a moat.

Established U.S. banks — Bank of America, Wells Fargo — cannot easily replicate

this. Their regulatory home is the U.S., and their entire compliance apparatus

is built around U.S. banking regulations. Restructuring to operate under EU or

Singapore licenses would require dismantling their existing operations.

Geopolitical asymmetries often show up as regulatory advantages. If your home

jurisdiction gives you access competitors' home jurisdictions don't, that access

is a moat competitors cannot easily neutralize.

How to find yours: which national or regional policies affect your industry's cost

structure or market access? Are you in the region that benefits, or the region

that pays? If you're in the beneficiary region, that benefit is asymmetric. If not,

consider whether locating operations elsewhere would unlock it.

The tell: you win deals against foreign competitors specifically on price or delivery

time in ways that seem to have nothing to do with your product. That "nothing

to do" is often geopolitical asymmetry hiding in plain sight.
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The cognitive lenses — advantages built

into how you think about the problem,

rather than how the company is structured.
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CHAPTER 24

Fractal Asymmetry — the sub-system monopoly

What it looks like: small, overlooked sub-components of your customer's workflow

that cause disproportionate pain, and that can be monopolized without engaging

with the larger system.

Every workflow has sub-systems. Some are prominent. Some are ignored. The

ignored ones are often the source of surprising pain — a small step that causes

80% of the friction in the whole process. Big vendors ignore these because they

seem too small to matter. A specialized challenger can own the small component

and become indispensable, without ever competing head-on with the big vendors.

The move isn't to own the whole system. It's to own the spark plug. Once you

own the spark plug, the engine doesn't run without you.

Plain example: Zapier. It doesn't compete with Salesforce, Google Workspace,

or any of the giants. It sits between them, moving data. Every SaaS company

depends on it. Owning "moving data between apps" — a sub-problem too small

for any giant to build a business around — became a billion-dollar company.

B2B example: A B2B tool that specializes exclusively in the "reply-forwarding-

to-CRM" step of the sales workflow. Every CRM has this feature, badly. Every

sales team hates the friction. A tool that solves only that one problem, radically

well, becomes essential and gets acquired within three years — because owning

even a tiny sub-system that everyone depends on is disproportionately valuable.

Worked example: Calendly. Calendly does one thing: it lets people book time on

your calendar via a link. That's it. No project management, no communication tools, no

CRM, no invoicing. Just: send a link, other person picks a time, meeting is scheduled.

This is a sub-system problem. Scheduling a meeting is a small component of

professional work — usually a two-minute task that becomes a fifteen-minute

email exchange when both parties have to coordinate. Every general-purpose

calendar tool (Google Calendar, Outlook) has meeting scheduling somewhere in the

product, buried under other features and requiring both parties to have accounts.

Calendly monopolized the sub-system. By focusing entirely on this tiny slice of

workflow, they built a solution so good that users choose Calendly even when

their calendar app already has the feature. The Calendly link becomes the way you
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schedule; over time, executives, sales teams, recruiters, therapists, and consultants

all standardize on it. It becomes infrastructure.

Google and Microsoft cannot easily displace Calendly. They've tried. Google added

Appointment Schedules to Google Calendar. Microsoft added Bookings to Microsoft

365. Both are technically comparable to Calendly. Neither has meaningfully dented

Calendly's market share, because Calendly is what people already use, what

other professionals send you, what your workflow is built around.

The fractal asymmetry works because the sub-system is too small for Google or

Microsoft to build a whole product around, but too important for users to be willing

to switch once they've committed. Calendly became indispensable by solving one

problem so completely that it earned permanent placement in professional workflows.

Fractal asymmetries reward specialization. If you can identify a small piece of

your customers' workflow that everyone hates and no one focuses on, you can

build a business by owning that piece — even if the piece looks too small to matter

to bigger competitors.

How to find yours: in your customer's workflow, which small step consistently

generates disproportionate complaints, workarounds, or manual effort? If you can name

it, you can consider building a monopoly on it. It doesn't have to be big to be defensible.

The tell: customers describe your product using language like "the little tool

that makes X possible" — that "little tool" framing is the fractal position.
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CHAPTER 25

Inversion Asymmetry — selling the removal of catastrophe

What it looks like: the strategic move of framing your offering around what you

prevent rather than what you deliver — competing on survival rather than benefits.

Standard strategy asks "how do we win?" Inversion asks "what ensures they

can't lose?" or "what makes it impossible for them to fire us?" Instead of selling

a benefit, you sell the removal of a specific catastrophe. This works because

pain avoidance is often a stronger motivator than gain seeking — especially in

B2B, where the buyer's career depends on not making a visible mistake.

Inversion is especially powerful in regulated industries, complex operational

environments, and high-stakes strategic decisions where a mistake can

be career-ending.

Plain example: insurance. Nobody enjoys buying insurance. Everyone buys it anyway

because the alternative is catastrophe. The entire industry is built on inversion

— you're not selling a benefit; you're selling the absence of a specific disaster.

B2B example: A B2B cybersecurity firm that positions itself not as "improve your

security posture" (a benefit) but as "guarantee you're not on the front page of

the Wall Street Journal for a breach" (a catastrophe). The CISO's career depends

on not being on that page. The pitch converts because it addresses the actual

fear, not the abstract benefit.

Worked example: Vanta. Vanta helps SaaS companies achieve SOC 2 compliance —

a security certification enterprise customers increasingly require before purchasing.

Their competitors include compliance consultancies, GRC platforms, and audit firms.

Vanta's asymmetric positioning is not "get SOC 2 compliance faster" or "reduce

compliance costs." Those would be benefit-framed positions competing on features

and price. Vanta sells the removal of a specific catastrophe: losing a $500,000

enterprise deal because the buyer requires SOC 2 and your company doesn't have it.

Every startup CTO knows the story. A major deal is in late stages. Legal review begins.

The buyer's security team requests SOC 2 documentation. The startup doesn't

have it. The deal delays six months while compliance work happens. Sometimes

the buyer moves on. Sometimes the founder's career takes a hit.
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Vanta's marketing is entirely built around this catastrophe. They don't spend much

time explaining what SOC 2 is (buyers already know). They don't compare to

competitors on features. They focus relentlessly on the specific fear: you're about

to lose a deal because you're not compliant, and it's fixable, and here's how fast.

This positioning is stronger than any benefit-framed competitor could achieve.

A GRC platform selling "governance, risk, and compliance capabilities" is talking

about a benefit no CTO's bonus depends on. Vanta is talking about a lost deal,

a lost bonus, a lost career milestone. The fear does the selling.

Competitors that tried to reframe around the same catastrophe found they couldn't

credibly do so. Their history was compliance consulting or GRC software; their

sales motion was to compliance officers, not founders. Rebuilding around founder-

fear would have required a different product, different marketing, different sales

team, different price point. Most of them didn't.

Inversion asymmetry works when you can name a specific catastrophe your customer

fears and position everything you do as the removal of that catastrophe. Benefit-

framed competitors are competing for a much weaker motivation.

How to find yours: what does your product prevent? What catastrophe becomes

possible if your customer stops using it, or never uses it? If you can name a specific,

career-ending, board-alarming catastrophe, you can build an entire pitch around

preventing it.

The tell: your customers renew even when they can't articulate specific benefits

— because "we can't imagine what would happen if we didn't have it" is the actual

answer. That's inversion working invisibly.
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CHAPTER 26

Oblique Asymmetry — attacking
from a direction they don't recognize

What it looks like: approaching a market from an angle competitors don't recognize

as a competitive battlefield.

Direct competition is feature-versus-feature. Oblique competition attacks from

a direction the incumbent doesn't see as relevant. You're not fighting them on

their turf; you're fighting them on turf they didn't know existed.

The classic oblique move is taking a feature the industry considers a "bug" and making

it a "feature" for a niche that hates the industry standard. The industry standard is

speed? Sell deliberate slowness. The industry standard is customization? Sell radical

simplicity. The industry standard is comprehensive features? Sell aggressive minimalism.

Plain example: Trader Joe's. The entire grocery industry competes on selection —

thousands of SKUs, everything a shopper could want. Trader Joe's carries around

4,000 items, most of them their own brand. This looks like a limitation. To their target

customer, it's the entire point: someone else has already curated the good stuff.

B2B example: A B2B consultant who explicitly refuses to attend meetings. Every

consultant sells "responsive availability." This one sells "we work asynchronously

and deliver artifacts." The niche of executives who despise meetings — a large niche

— self-selects into the offering. Competitors selling responsiveness can't compete

for these buyers because the whole point is not being responsive in real time.

Worked example: Snowflake. Snowflake sells a cloud data warehouse. It competes

against Oracle, Teradata, AWS Redshift, and Google BigQuery. Every one of those

competitors had massive advantages — brand, capital, existing customer relationships,

cloud infrastructure.

Snowflake's oblique move was separating storage from compute. Every incumbent

data warehouse coupled the two — you bought servers with both storage and

processing bundled together, sized for peak load, and paid whether you used them

or not. Snowflake made storage and compute independent, so customers paid for

exactly what they used, scaled either dimension independently, and could store

massive amounts of data cheaply while spinning up compute only when needed.
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This wasn't a feature Oracle would consider a competitive threat. In fact, coupled

storage and compute was considered a feature by Oracle's customer base — it

simplified capacity planning and pricing. Oracle's entire product architecture, sales

incentive structure, and customer relationships were built around it. Snowflake's

move looked like a niche technical curiosity, not a strategy.

By the time Oracle understood it as a threat, Snowflake had a five-year head

start on the architecture. Rebuilding Oracle's product around separated storage

and compute would have meant obsoleting fifteen years of existing customer

deployments. So they didn't. They kept selling the coupled architecture while

Snowflake ate the market for anyone starting fresh in the cloud.

The oblique attack succeeded because Oracle didn't recognize it as an attack.

They evaluated Snowflake on the axes they'd always used — performance, features,

brand — and Snowflake looked underwhelming. On the axis that actually mattered

to cloud-native customers — pay-only-for-what-you-use economics — Snowflake

was categorically better.

Oblique asymmetry works when you attack from a direction the incumbent doesn't

recognize as competitive. If the incumbent's response is "yes, but why would

that matter?" — you're probably in the right place.

How to find yours: what does your industry standardize as good, that a significant

niche of customers actively dislikes? If you can find it, you can build a business

by inverting the standard for that niche.

The tell: you occasionally hear from customers who chose you because you don't

do something your competitors do. That non-doing is your oblique advantage.
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CHAPTER 27

Propaganda Asymmetry — naming the nameless

What it looks like: the strategic power of coining a new term for a pain your customers

feel but can't yet name — and thereby monopolizing the solution.

Whoever names a problem owns the cure. This is one of the most underrated

moves in strategy.

Most companies market to problems that already have names. "Customer churn."

"Pipeline coverage." "Employee engagement." These are competitive terms —

every vendor addresses them. Naming a new problem — one that customers

feel but haven't articulated — puts you in a market of one. The buyer thinks of

you when they hear the term because you're the one who taught them the term.

The name has to do work. It has to be evocative, easy to say, and specific enough

that once you hear it, you can't unhear it. Once it catches on, it becomes a cultural

asset — repeated in Slack messages, quoted in board meetings, used in job postings.

Plain example: "FOMO." Not a business, but the principle. The term itself made

a diffuse feeling suddenly nameable. Once named, it became a cultural currency.

In business, the equivalent is any coined term that anchored a category: "growth

hacking," "product-led growth," "the flywheel."

B2B example: HubSpot coining "inbound marketing." The techniques weren't

new. But by naming them "inbound," HubSpot positioned every alternative as

"outbound" — which sounded old-fashioned. Every book, conference, and certification

then reinforced HubSpot as the authority on the named thing. Competitors could

offer the same techniques but had to use HubSpot's vocabulary to do so.

Worked example: HubSpot (extended). Inbound marketing, as HubSpot practiced

it, wasn't new when they coined the phrase in 2006. Content marketing, SEO, and

permission-based marketing had all existed for years. Companies were writing

blog posts, ranking on Google, and building email lists long before HubSpot.

What HubSpot did was name it. "Inbound marketing" became the term of art. And

once the term existed, every alternative was automatically defined as "outbound

marketing" — a phrase that instantly sounded old, aggressive, and interruptive.

HubSpot didn't have to explain why inbound was better. The naming did the work.
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The propaganda asymmetry compounded through education. HubSpot published

books on inbound marketing. They ran an annual conference (INBOUND) drawing

tens of thousands of attendees. They built certification programs. They lobbied

academic marketing programs to include inbound in curricula. Within a decade,

"inbound marketing" was a career category — recruiters searched for "inbound

marketing specialists," universities offered inbound courses, and job descriptions

demanded inbound experience.

Every one of those references reinforced HubSpot as the authoritative source.

Even competitors offering similar tools — Marketo, Pardot, Mailchimp — had to

use HubSpot's vocabulary to describe what they did. They had to say things

like "we're the inbound platform for [segment]." Every mention of the term was

implicit acknowledgment of HubSpot's authority.

Competitors could not simply invent an alternative term. Marketing categories

are naming conflicts, and once a name has caught on, defeating it requires more

marketing budget and more consistency than HubSpot had spent — often over a

decade. Marketo tried "engagement marketing." Pardot pushed "revenue marketing."

Neither caught on. The vocabulary was already claimed.

Naming a category is one of the most durable asymmetries available. It costs

relatively little to invent the term, requires patience to spread it, and once it catches

on, competitors are forced to speak your language forever.

How to find yours: what problem do your customers describe using long, clumsy

phrases? What negative feeling do they name only in retrospect? If you can invent

a short, sticky term for the pain they haven't named yet, you can own the

solution's category.

The tell: your best customer testimonials start with "I didn't even know this was

a problem until…" That "didn't know it was a problem" is where propaganda

asymmetry starts.
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CHAPTER 28

Temporal Asymmetry — moving upstream or downstream of the "ght

What it looks like: shifting your intervention to a time in the customer's workflow

that competitors don't operate in — upstream (before the problem) or downstream

(after the competitor's product does its job).

Most competition happens in the present moment of the customer's workflow.

Everyone fights for the same slot in the same sequence. Temporal asymmetry

moves the fight in time.

Upstream: intervene before the customer has the problem your competitors solve.

Prevent the data from being dirty rather than cleaning it. Prevent the lead from

being unqualified rather than qualifying it. Prevent the churn signal rather than

reacting to it. Upstream intervention makes downstream competitors partially

irrelevant — you took the customer out of their market before they got there.

Downstream: intervene after your competitor's product has done its job. If everyone

else builds analytics tools, you build the tool that turns analytics into board-ready

presentations. If everyone else builds sales enablement, you build the tool that

measures whether the enablement worked. Downstream positions you as the

layer that makes competitors' work useful.

Both are asymmetric because they don't require you to win the head-on fight

for the current moment.

Plain example: Grammarly. It doesn't compete with Word, Google Docs, or any

writing tool. It sits before all of them, correcting text as you type. Everyone else

fights for "best editor." Grammarly won by fighting for "before you finish typing."

B2B example: A B2B compliance firm that doesn't sell compliance software or auditing

services. It sells "compliance readiness assessment" — a service delivered before a

company selects a compliance vendor. By owning the pre-selection moment, they

influence which vendor gets chosen and make themselves indispensable to the choice.

Worked example: Grammarly. Grammarly is a writing assistant. It doesn't compete

with Word, Google Docs, Notion, or any of the writing tools people use to actually

write. Instead, it sits between the keyboard and the tool — every keystroke passes

through Grammarly before appearing in the document.
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This is temporal asymmetry. Every writing tool competes for the moment when the

user is writing. Grammarly moved upstream to the moment before the writing lands.

By the time Word or Google Docs is involved, Grammarly has already suggested

edits, flagged errors, and shaped the sentence. Word and Google Docs don't

see Grammarly as a competitor because Grammarly isn't in the same market

— but Grammarly influences every user of every writing tool.

The upstream position generates a compounding advantage. Grammarly gets

to learn from every keystroke across every writing tool. Their language model

improves faster than any individual tool's editing features could. Their brand appears

every time a user's writing looks better than usual. Users describe Grammarly

as "the thing that makes my writing better" — not as a specific writing tool, but

as a general capability layered on top of all of them.

Microsoft could theoretically build competitive editing features into Word. Google

could improve Google Docs' suggestions. Both have. Neither has meaningfully hurt

Grammarly, because Grammarly's position isn't inside their tools — it's above them.

Users switch between Word and Google Docs and Slack and email; Grammarly is

present in all of them. That cross-tool ubiquity is impossible for any single writing

tool to replicate.

Downstream tools tried too. Various AI writing assistants launched to help users

after they'd written a draft. Most failed. The insight Grammarly captured was

that people want help while writing, not after — the upstream position is more

valuable than the downstream one in this case.

Temporal asymmetry moves you out of the head-on fight. If everyone else is competing

for the customer's attention at moment X, ask what moment X-1 (upstream) or X+1

(downstream) looks like. Owning either can be more valuable than winning at moment X.

How to find yours: in your customer's workflow timeline, is there a moment before

the problem where you could intervene? Or a moment after your competitor's

tool has done its work where you could add value? Either move takes you out

of the direct competitive fight.

The tell: you sometimes find yourself explaining your value as "well, technically

we're not really a competitor — we sit before/after them." That "before or after"

is the temporal asymmetry.
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PART THREE

Applied
How to actually run this against a real business.

Three chapters — Assumptions, Asymmetrics,

Assertions — cover the sequence. The remaining

two chapters cover the delivery format and

how to build a practice around it.
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CHAPTER 29

Assumptions — what your GTM story is standing on

Every go-to-market story is built on assumptions about the buyer, the market, the

message, and the motion. Most of those assumptions were true when they were

adopted. Many are no longer true. The company adopts the assumption early,

everyone forgets it was ever a choice, and years later the strategy is standing

on a belief nobody thought to reexamine.

You cannot fix a strategy without first surfacing what it assumes.

Here are the assumption categories that generate the most damage when they're stale.

Assumptions about the buyer. Your target buyer knows they have the problem you

solve. (Most don't — they've renamed it or blamed it on something else.) The decision-

maker reads your emails. (The junior gatekeeper reads them first.) Buyers still research

your category the way they did in 2020. (They ask an AI now; your site is a confirmation,

not a discovery.) Your champion can retell your value to their colleagues. (They can't;

they parrot your headline badly.) The buying committee is who your org chart says

it is. (It's twice as big and includes procurement, security, and the CFO's analyst.)

Assumptions about the market. Your competition is the other vendors in your space.

(No — your competition is "do nothing" and "we'll build it internally with AI.") Your

category still means something. (Categories rot silently; buyers may have stopped

shopping by your label years ago.) Buyers still believe this problem needs a specialist.

(AI moved the DIY line; your entire premise may now be optional in the buyer's

mind.) Your differentiation is your features. (Features are copyable within a quarter.)

Assumptions about the message. Clarity about what you do is enough. (Buyers

buy safety and stakes, not comprehension.) More proof means more trust. (Past

a threshold, stacked logos read as insecurity.) Your founding story matters to

buyers. (It doesn't; every word spent on it is a word not spent on their story.)

Professional tone builds credibility. (Formality now reads as template, which reads

as automation, which reads as spam.)

Assumptions about the motion. More outbound volume compensates for weak

reply rates. (No — you're distributing the verdict faster.) Leads go cold because

sales is slow to follow up. (Often they were never warm.) Your win rate reflects

your product. (It reflects who enters the pipeline.) Pricing objections mean you're

too expensive. (Usually the value story collapsed a step earlier.)
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The method for surfacing assumptions: state each candidate assumption as a

plain sentence. Ask whether it's currently agreed within the company. If yes, ask

whether it's still true. If it's not currently agreed, ask whether the disagreement has

been resolved or whether the strategy is quietly being pulled in multiple directions.

Every assumption you surface becomes an intervention point. Every intervention

point becomes an asymmetric opportunity for the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 30

Asymmetrics — running the plan through the lenses

Once you've surfaced the assumptions and identified which ones are weak or false,

the next move is to run the corrected plan through the lens set. Not all twenty-

four. Five or six that fit your situation.

For a B2B company in a mature category, the highest-yielding lenses are usually:

Perception (renaming the problem)

Propaganda (naming the pain the customer feels but hasn't articulated)

Segmentation (the niche the incumbents ignore)

Incentive (the move competitors won't copy because it would hurt them)

Temporal (moving your intervention upstream or downstream of the direct fight)

Inversion (selling the removal of catastrophe)

Take each corrected assumption from Chapter 29 and ask, of each of these six

lenses: is there a move available here that this lens reveals?

Most assumptions surface one or two candidate moves. Some surface none —

the current strategy is already using the strongest available angle. Some surface

half a dozen. The output of this stage isn't a strategy; it's a menu of moves.

Then you choose. The criteria are simple:

Which move is hardest for competitors to copy?

Which move is easiest for you to implement given your existing assets?

Which move produces the fastest customer response?

Which move, if it works, opens the door to further moves?

The move that wins on the last criterion is often the right first move even if it's

not the strongest on any single dimension. Compounding matters more than

magnitude in the early moves.

At the end of this stage, you have a short list of asymmetric moves — usually three to

five — each tied to a specific lens and a specific stale assumption you've corrected.
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CHAPTER 31

Assertions — rewriting what you claim

The final stage is the one where the work becomes tangible. You take the corrected

assumptions and the selected asymmetric moves, and you rewrite the assertions

your company makes about itself.

Assertions live in specific artifacts. The most valuable are the ones that reach

the most buyers with the least mediation:

The homepage hero. One sentence, one supporting sentence, one call to action.

This is where most B2B companies waste their strongest opportunity to assert.

The core positioning line. The sentence you use to explain what you do at parties, in

sales calls, and on LinkedIn. The one every employee should be able to recite identically.

The outbound cold email opener. The first sentence of your sequence — the

one that decides whether the email is read or archived.

The sales deck's opening slide. The reality break. The moment where the prospect

thinks "wait, I hadn't considered that."

The internal alignment doc. The one-pager that tells everyone in the company

what to say when a friend asks what your company does.

These five artifacts do 80% of the assertion work. Rewriting them, from the corrected

assumptions and selected asymmetric moves, is the tangible output of the

whole method.

The writing rules:

Assert; don't hedge. State the belief as fact. Passive voice signals fear.

Speak to the reader, not to your company. First sentence about them, not you.

Pair every feature with a benefit. Features alone are copyable; benefits

are memorable.

Name the pain in their words, not yours. The propaganda lens applies here;

if you invented a term for the pain, use it consistently.

Break their reality first. The reader is defensive by default. Contradict something

they believe before you assert what you want them to believe.
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Text informs; subtext persuades. Structure the message so the reader completes

the argument in their own head. Do 90% of the thinking and emotional labor;

leave the last 10% for them.

This is where copywriting craft matters — not in the abstract sense of writing

well, but in the specific sense of embedding the asymmetric moves in language

that the buyer actually reads, remembers, and repeats.

At the end of this stage, the company has rewritten assertions. The rewritten

assertions ship. The market responds. The response feeds the next round of

assumption surfacing. The method is a loop.
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CHAPTER 32

The live diagnosis

The three-stage method — Assumptions, Asymmetrics, Assertions — is the private

version. There's also a public version, and it's often more valuable: run the diagnosis

live, in front of the client.

Live diagnosis works because it collapses the buying decision into the delivery. The

prospect isn't hiring you based on your credentials, past work, or personality. They're

hiring you based on watching you think through their business for forty-five minutes and

produce insight they didn't have. It's the fastest possible trust-build in B2B services.

The format is simple. The prospect brings an artifact — homepage, outbound

sequence, sales deck, or a written strategic plan. You run the three stages live,

out loud, in real time:

Surface the assumptions embedded in the artifact.

Test each one against reality.

Apply the relevant lenses to the assumptions that break.

Rewrite one or two of the assertions on the spot.

If you're using AI tools during the session — persona simulators, message pressure-

testers, virtual buying committees — do it visibly. Screen shared. The prospect

watches the tools work. They see what they'd be buying, not just hearing about it.

At the end, they have either: a tangible artifact improved in ways they wouldn't have

thought of; a named diagnosis of what's wrong with their current strategy; or both.

Two things happen after. First, they usually want to hire you. Second, whether or

not they hire you, they remember you. Live diagnosis is memorable because it

violates the norm of B2B services (which is discovery calls, proposals, statements

of work, and eventually maybe delivery months later). You collapsed all of it into

forty-five minutes. That's a Speed asymmetry, a Distribution asymmetry, and a

Perception asymmetry rolled into one — you're not just diagnosing their business;

you're demonstrating your entire method.
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Live diagnosis is also the format that scales worst — one client at a time, no leverage.

That's the point. The rest of the practice (products, tools, courses, subscriptions) is

what scales. The live diagnosis is what makes people believe the rest is worth buying.
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CHAPTER 33

Building the practice

The last chapter is about the shape of a practice built on asymmetric thinking.

Two things worth saying.

The practice compounds if you log the work. Every diagnosis reveals assumptions.

Every set of assumptions gets addressed by specific lenses. Every lens produces

specific moves. Every move either works or doesn't. Logged across dozens or

hundreds of engagements, this becomes a proprietary dataset — the "assumption

library," the "lens-to-move map," the "asymmetric plays that worked in category X."

A competitor can copy the method chapter by chapter; they can't copy the data.

This is itself an Information asymmetry played on your own business. The data

becomes a benchmark, a book, a course, a research report — assets that pay

for years without further engagement work.

The practice needs a name. The name of the method matters. The name of

the diagnostic matters. The name of the pain you're addressing matters. This is

Propaganda asymmetry applied to the practice itself. If you don't name it, someone

else will name it near you, and you'll spend the rest of your career explaining

how you're different from the thing they named.

The names should follow the three tests: memorable, easy to say out loud, immediately

understood. The best names are the ones a satisfied client can spontaneously

recommend without checking their notes. If the name of your method is a mouthful,

the recommendation dies in transit and the practice never compounds through

word of mouth.

Everything else about building a practice — pricing, channels, marketing, delivery

— is craft. Every book on the subject teaches roughly the same things, and they're

mostly right. Asymmetric thinking doesn't replace that craft; it decides what to

point the craft at.
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CHAPTER 34

The Triple-A GTM Upgrade — the method as a product

Everything in this book — the frame in Part One, the twenty-four lenses in Part Two,

the three-stage method in Part Three — is what I do for a living. The productized

version of it is called the Triple-A GTM Upgrade. Three stages: Assumptions,

Asymmetrics, Assertions. Fixed scope, fixed price. Delivered directly by me, or

through a small group of partner consultants who sell it under license.

This chapter closes the loop. It maps the twenty-four lenses to the three stages of

the Upgrade — which lenses do the heaviest work where, and why. It shows how

the assumption library, the lens catalog, and the assertion craft come together

as a single engagement.

The name of the pain: Phantom PremisesThe name of the pain: Phantom PremisesThe name of the pain: Phantom PremisesThe name of the pain: Phantom Premises

The Propaganda lens (Ch. 27) says name the nameless — invent a term for the pain

your buyer feels but can't articulate, because whoever names the pain owns the cure. It

would be strange to write a whole chapter on that lens and not apply it to my own work.

The pain the Triple-A GTM Upgrade cures is phantom premises: the untested

assumptions holding up a go-to-market strategy.

Here is how they get there. In the planning phase, someone — a stakeholder, a

founder, a planner with a strong point of view — asserts something about the

buyer, the market, or the message. The room agrees. The assertion hardens into a

working fact. Nobody tests it, because testing it would slow the meeting down and

challenging a confident colleague feels like friction. Do this a dozen times across

a planning cycle and the finished strategy stands on a foundation of premises

that look load-bearing but were never verified to exist. Phantoms.

Three things make the name fit. It's blameless — nobody skipped validation out

of negligence; strategy meetings simply have no validation step, and the most

confident premise wins by consensus. (Consensus, as this book has argued,

is the enemy.) It names the object rather than a vague condition — a phantom

premise is a specific thing you can hunt for and hold up to the light. And it's specific

enough to feel — reading this, you can probably already name one premise your

own strategy rests on that nobody ever actually checked.
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Every symptom this book has described traces back to a phantom premise. The

buyer who no longer knows they have the problem, the category label that decayed,

the message that assumes a market that no longer exists — each is a premise

someone once asserted and nobody re-validated. The three A's are the validation

that never happened: Assumptions surface the phantom premises, Asymmetrics

find the moves that open up once the phantoms are cleared, Assertions rebuild

the story on premises that actually hold.

And this is why the work is best understood as insurance. Going to market is expensive

— the launch, the campaign, the sales team's time, the whole quarter. Going to market

on phantom premises is how that money gets spent on a plan that couldn't have worked.

The Rating is the cheap premium: a fast, low-cost way to find the phantom premises

before you bet real money on them. The premium is small; the loss it prevents is not.

The three A's, brie$y restatedThe three A's, brie$y restatedThe three A's, brie$y restatedThe three A's, brie$y restated

Assumptions. Surface the beliefs the GTM story is built on. Test each one against

present-day reality. Identify the ones that were once true and no longer are.

Asymmetrics. Run the corrected plan through the lens set. Find the exploit hiding

in each broken assumption. Choose the moves competitors cannot copy.

Assertions. Rewrite the artifacts — homepage, outbound, deck, internal doc —

around the corrected assumptions and selected asymmetric moves. The output

is words that ship.

The stages are sequential. You cannot skip stage one and go straight to lens

work, because you'd be applying lenses to a plan whose foundations are wrong.

You cannot skip stage two and go straight to rewriting, because you'd be writing

better copy against the same broken beliefs. The order matters.
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Which lenses do the heaviest work in each stageWhich lenses do the heaviest work in each stageWhich lenses do the heaviest work in each stageWhich lenses do the heaviest work in each stage

Not every lens fires in every stage. Some are diagnostic instruments — they help

you see what's wrong. Some are strategic instruments — they help you decide

what to do differently. Some are craft instruments — they help you say the new

thing in a way the buyer actually hears.

Stage 1 (Assumptions): the diagnostic lenses

Perception (Ch. 6) is the primary diagnostic lens. Most broken assumptions are

broken because the market's shared frame moved on and the company didn't.

Information (Ch. 10) surfaces the assumptions hiding in the data. Which trigger

events reliably precede your best wins?

Time (Ch. 9) surfaces the assumptions that were true in the original market but

false in the current one.

Regulatory & Normative (Ch. 11) surfaces the assumptions built on obsolete

industry norms.

Temporal (Ch. 28) surfaces the assumptions about where your product sits in

the buyer's workflow — assumptions AI has quietly rewritten in most categories.

The output of stage one is a list of assumptions your GTM story is standing on,

ranked by how likely each one is to be currently untrue.

Stage 2 (Asymmetrics): the strategic lenses

Once you know which assumptions are broken, the strategic lenses tell you what

to do about it. The heaviest hitters, in the order I usually run them: Perception

(turn the shift into a reframe), Propaganda (name the pain that has no vocabulary

yet), Inversion (position around removing a career-visible catastrophe), Oblique

(attack from a direction incumbents don't recognize), Segmentation (hyper-focus

on the overlooked niche), Incentive (pressure-test: could a competitor copy this

in a quarter?), Business Model (a shift in how money moves that incumbents

can't follow), and Distribution (a channel incumbents don't control).

The remaining lenses — Capability, Network, Speed, Brand, Capital, Portfolio,

Complexity, Risk, Talent, Resource, Geopolitical, Fractal — fire less frequently

in stage two, but when they fire, they tend to be decisive.
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A pattern worth noticing. The heavy-hitters in stage two — Perception, Propaganda,

Inversion, Oblique, Information, Temporal, Segmentation, Incentive — are almost

all "belief and timing" lenses rather than resource lenses. Beliefs and timing are

where a small, agile challenger has structural leverage over incumbents. Resource

lenses (Capital, Talent, Network, Input) reward the challenger who already has the

resources; they don't help a company that doesn't. The Triple-A method is deliberately

weighted toward the lenses a resource-constrained company can actually use.

Stage 3 (Assertions): the cra" lenses

Once you know which asymmetric moves to make, the craft lenses tell you how

to say them. Propaganda (Ch. 27) does double duty — named in stage two,

deployed in stage three, repeated in every artifact. Perception (Ch. 6) shapes

the assertion's opening move: the first sentence either breaks the reader's frame

or installs a new one. Inversion (Ch. 25) shapes the stakes — what catastrophe

does this remove? Brand & Trust (Ch. 16) shapes what you're allowed to claim,

and by which voice. Complexity (Ch. 19) shapes what you leave out; the strongest

assertions are always shorter than the writer wants.

Stage three produces artifacts: a rewritten homepage hero, a positioning line, an

outbound sequence, a sales deck opener, an internal alignment doc. These ship.

They get measured against reply rates, meeting-book rates, win rates, retention.
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The full map: which lens for which broken assumptionThe full map: which lens for which broken assumptionThe full map: which lens for which broken assumptionThe full map: which lens for which broken assumption

Broken assumption category Primary lenses Why

Buyer no longer knows
they have this problem

Propaganda,
Perception, Temporal

Name the pain the buyer hasn't named;
reframe; move upstream to pre-
recognition

The real decision-maker
isn't who we thought

Distribution, Fractal The gatekeeper is the channel; own the
tiny sub-system of getting past them

Buyers now research
differently (AI-mediated)

Information,
Temporal, Speed

Know what LLMs say about your
category; be the upstream source;
iterate faster

Champion can't retell our
value

Complexity
(simplification),
Propaganda

Compress the assertion until it survives
amateur retelling; give the champion a
named concept

Category label has
decayed

Propaganda,
Segmentation,
Perception

Coin the successor category; find the
buyers who left; reframe the shopping
question

Our real competition is
"do nothing" or "build
with AI"

Oblique, Inversion Attack the do-nothing option; sell the
removal of the do-nothing catastrophe

Features aren't actually
differentiating

Incentive, Capability,
Brand

Find the move rivals won't copy; anchor
in something structural; own the
compromised position

Clarity isn't enough —
buyers still don't act

Perception, Inversion Shift from "what we do" to unstated
fear; name the specific catastrophe you
prevent

Formal, polished tone
isn't landing

Regulatory/Normative,
Incentive

Violate the formality norm; enterprises
structurally can't sound human — you
can

Outbound volume isn't
producing replies

Speed, Complexity
(mastery), Incentive

Iterate the message not the volume;
make outreach visibly handmade

Win rate reflects who
enters the pipeline, not
the product

Perception, Temporal,
Information

Reframe as an entry problem; move
upstream; re-read lost deals for the
missed pattern

Home-market playbook Geopolitical, Market entry is a macro asymmetry;
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doesn't travel Segmentation,
Perception

foreign entrants are an unserved niche

This isn't every broken assumption or lens combination — it's the pattern I've seen enough times
to trust as a first pass.

What the Upgrade looks like as an engagementWhat the Upgrade looks like as an engagementWhat the Upgrade looks like as an engagementWhat the Upgrade looks like as an engagement

The Triple-A GTM Upgrade is delivered as a bounded engagement. Not a retainer.

Not an open-ended consulting relationship. A single, defined project with a fixed

price and a fixed scope.

The front door: the Triple-A GTM Rating. Before the full Upgrade, most clients

start with a Rating — a diagnostic that maps their current GTM story against the

assumption library and counts how many of its premises were never validated. The

Rating can be delivered as a self-assessment (a quiz), a live session (a 45-minute

working meeting), or an audit (a written diagnosis). The Rating tells the company

how many phantom premises hold up their strategy — like a bond rating, from AAA

(a fully validated plan) down to lower grades. It's the diagnosis without the fix.

The Upgrade itself. Stage 1 (Assumptions) surfaces the beliefs the current strategy

is built on and tests each against present-day reality. Stage 2 (Asymmetrics) runs

the corrected plan through the relevant lenses and identifies the specific moves to

make. Stage 3 (Assertions) rewrites the artifacts — a defined list, not an open scope

— that embed the moves in language the buyer reads, remembers, and repeats.

The output is tangible: rewritten homepage hero, revised positioning line, a new

outbound sequence, an updated sales deck opener, and a one-page internal

alignment doc.

Two delivery paths. Direct engagement is available for companies that come to

me. Partner-delivered engagement is available through a small group of prestige

GTM consultants who license the method. In both cases the price is the same and

the method is the same. Partners bring the client relationship and the trust; the

Upgrade delivers the diagnosis and the rewrite. The partners keep half the fee.

What the engagement is not. It's not a rebrand. It's not a discovery process

leading to a proposal for a bigger engagement. It's not open-ended strategy

consulting. It's not agency work. The scope is defined before we start, the price

is defined before we start, and the engagement ends when the artifacts ship.

How this book "ts into the engagementHow this book "ts into the engagementHow this book "ts into the engagementHow this book "ts into the engagement
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This book exists mostly as safety marketing. Nobody is required to read it. Most clients

don't. Some skim it before an engagement to get the vocabulary — "assumption

library," "asymmetric lens," "assertion" — so the working sessions run faster.

Others skim it during an engagement when a specific lens comes up. Others read

it after, when they're trying to keep the strategy fresh as the market keeps moving.

The book is also a filter. If you read this far and the frame resonates, you're likely

a good fit for the method. If the frame doesn't fit — if you disagree with "all profit

comes from inefficiency" or "asymmetric moves are almost always uncomfortable"

— the engagement isn't going to work regardless of price. Better we both find

that out from a book than from a project.

A word to the consultant reading this. The Triple-A GTM Upgrade is designed to

be delivered by others under license. The lenses are documented, the method

is documented, the assumption library is documented, and the assertion craft is

teachable. A senior strategist who understands B2B messaging can learn to deliver the

method with training. If you're already selling positioning, messaging, or GTM strategy

work to your clients and you want a productized offering to complement the custom

work, this is what to consider. The partner tier is small on purpose — it's the seed

of a future certified-consultant program, and today's partners get first access to it.

One last thingOne last thingOne last thingOne last thing

The frame in Part One, the lenses in Part Two, the method in Part Three, and

the productized Upgrade in this chapter are all the same argument, restated at

different scales. The argument is that symmetric competition is the trap, that

asymmetric moves are available in every market, and that the fastest way to find

them is a disciplined method for surfacing broken assumptions and running them

through a set of specific lenses.

You don't need to hire anyone to use this method. Everything in this book is enough

for a smart internal team to run the diagnosis on themselves. Some companies

will. Most won't — either because they don't have the discipline, or because they

can't see their own assumptions clearly (which is the whole problem), or because

they'd rather have an outside expert do it and get the credit.

The market for outside experts is what pays the bills. But the point of the book isn't

to sell the engagement. The point is to make asymmetric thinking normal enough

in B2B that companies stop assuming their symmetric strategy is the only option. If
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that happens, more companies win using their own hands, and the ones who do hire

outside experts get to buy from someone whose method they already understand.

Either outcome is fine. Both make asymmetric thinking part of how B2B strategy works.
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CLOSING

What the Book Didn't Say
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A book like this always leaves things out. Here's what's missing on purpose.

How to write copy. The Assertions chapter gestures at it. If you want the whole

craft, that's a separate book — several exist, and I've contributed to more than one

of them. This book is about strategy; copywriting is the vehicle, not the argument.

How to run a sales process. The lenses generate positioning; positioning changes

sales; but the mechanics of sales — pipeline management, forecasting, deal desk,

negotiation — are their own discipline. This book will make your sales team's

job easier by improving what they carry into the room; it won't teach them what

to do once they're in it.

How to set up your GTM operations. RevOps, marketing automation, attribution

modeling, tech stack — none of it is here. Those are the plumbing of GTM; this

book is about what runs through the plumbing.

Case studies. I've deliberately kept case studies out. Case studies age badly, they

invite disagreement about the specifics that distract from the principle, and they

make the reader think "well, that worked for them because of unique circumstances."

The examples in this book are illustrative, not case studies. If you want to see the

method applied to your business, that's a live diagnosis, and it can't fit in a book.

Everything I don't yet know. Asymmetric thinking as a discipline is still forming.

New lenses will emerge; existing lenses will refine. I've written this book at a moment

in time, on purpose. If you're reading this five years from now, the frame is still

right, but some of the examples will feel dated. That's how books work.

— End —
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