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Chapter 1: Why Your Calls Die:
Diagnosing the Real Drop-Off Point

Most people who sell services think they have a "closing problem." They don't. They
have a diagnosis problem. They know the call went badly, but they don't know where

it went badly, so they fix the wrong thing. They buy a script. They memorize objection

handlers. They practice their tone. And the calls keep dying in exactly the same place

they always died, because the script was never the issue.

Here's the uncomfortable framing that runs through this whole book: a discovery call

is a diagnostic instrument, not a persuasion event. If you treat it as persuasion, you'll

spend the call talking. If you treat it as diagnosis, you'll spend the call listening for

specific, identifiable signals — and you'll know, usually within the first ten minutes,

whether this call is going to produce a signed proposal or a "let me think about it."

AI changes what's possible here, but not in the way most people assume. AI is not
going to close for you. AI is not going to whisper the perfect line in your ear mid-call.

What AI is genuinely, boringly good at is this: reading a transcript of your call, finding

the exact moment things went sideways, and doing it across fifty calls instead of the

three you remember. That's the whole edge. Pattern detection at a volume no human

does by hand.

This chapter is about finding your drop-off point. Not "improving your calls" in the

abstract — locating the single place, in your specific calls, where prospects stop

leaning in and start leaning out. Once you know it, everything else in this book

becomes targeted work instead of general self-improvement.

The Four Places Calls Actually Die

After enough calls, you start to notice that failure isn't random. It clusters. In my

experience running and reviewing service-sales calls, nearly every dead call dies in

one of four places. They fail differently, they feel different in the room, and — critically
— they leave different fingerprints on the transcript.



Death Point 1: The Frame Collapse (first 0–4 minutes). This is when the

prospect decides, mostly unconsciously, whether you are a peer who might solve

something or a vendor who wants money. It happens fast. It happens in how you

open, whether you ask permission for things you don't need permission for, and

whether your first substantive question is about them or about you. Once you've been

categorized as a vendor, the rest of the call is the prospect politely managing you
toward an exit.

The fingerprint: you talk more than they do in the first five minutes. You describe

your services unprompted. You ask "so, what can I help you with?" — which sounds

humble but actually hands the prospect the entire burden of structuring the

conversation, and most prospects respond by giving you a vague, defensive, pre-

packaged answer.

Death Point 2: The Shallow Dig (minutes 5–20). You got a problem statement

and you accepted it. The prospect said "we need help with our marketing" or "we're

looking at automating some of our reporting," and instead of going three layers down,

you started solving. This is the most common death and the hardest to see, because

the call feels productive. You were helpful! You had ideas! And then they ghosted,
because you solved a problem they hadn't yet decided was worth money.

The fingerprint: no dollar figure ever gets attached to the problem. No date ever gets

attached to the consequence. You can read the whole transcript and not find a single

sentence where the prospect describes what happens if they do nothing.

Death Point 3: The Premature Pitch (variable, usually minutes 15–30).

You started describing your solution before the prospect had fully articulated the cost

of their problem. The moment you start pitching, the prospect's brain switches modes

— from "explaining my situation" to "evaluating this offer." Once they're in evaluation

mode, every subsequent thing you say gets filtered for risk instead of fit. You can't go

back. You've spent the diagnostic window.

The fingerprint: a clean, identifiable moment in the transcript where your talk-time

share jumps and stays elevated. Their responses shorten. "Mm-hm." "Okay." "Sure."

"That makes sense." Those four phrases in sequence are the sound of someone

waiting for you to finish.



Death Point 4: The Undefined Exit (final 5 minutes). The call was good.

Genuinely good. And then it ended with "I'll send something over" and no agreed

date, no named decision-makers, no agreed criteria for what "yes" would look like.

You handed them a proposal into a vacuum and then spent three weeks following up

into silence.

The fingerprint: the last two minutes of your transcript contain no specific date, no
named person besides the prospect, and no sentence in which the prospect commits

to any action at all.

Most people, when they read this list, feel a little jolt of recognition at one of them.

That jolt is useful but not trustworthy. You'll pick the one that matches your last bad

call, not the one that matches your pattern. The rest of this chapter is about getting

evidence.

Why You Can't Diagnose This From Memory

Your memory of a call is not a recording. It's a reconstruction, assembled after the fact

and biased in specific, predictable directions.

You remember your own good lines. You forget the fourteen seconds of silence after

your pricing statement. You remember the prospect's enthusiasm, because

enthusiasm is emotionally salient, and you forget the three moments where they
deflected a direct question. You especially remember the objection at the end, because

it's the last thing that happened, and you'll incorrectly identify it as the cause of the

loss — when in reality the objection at minute 38 was a symptom of something that

broke at minute 6.

This is the single strongest argument for recording and transcribing. Not so you can

be a better talker. So you can be an accurate historian of your own calls.

Before anything else: get consent, in a legally clean way. Recording law

varies enormously. In the United States, some states require only one party's consent

and others require all parties; several other countries and the EU have their own

regimes, and business-to-business calls aren't automatically exempt. The practical

rule I follow, which is both simpler and safer than tracking jurisdictions: always ask
for explicit verbal consent at the top of the call and make sure the "yes" is captured in



the recording itself. Most tools will also announce the recording automatically — leave

that on. If a prospect says no, don't record; take notes instead. None of this is legal

advice, and if you're recording calls at any volume, across borders, or in a regulated

industry, spend an hour with a qualified attorney in your jurisdiction. It is a cheap

hour relative to the downside.

The consent line that works, because it's honest and takes four seconds:

"Before we get going — I record these so I can build you an accurate scope

afterward instead of relying on my notes. Nothing leaves my system. Is that alright

with you?"

Almost nobody says no, because you've given a real reason that benefits them.

Compare it to "do you mind if I record for quality purposes," which sounds like a call

center and invites suspicion.

The Tooling: What Actually Works in 2026

You need three things: a recording, a transcript with speaker labels and timestamps,

and a model that will read it honestly. All three are cheap or free now, which was not

true a few years ago.

For recording and transcription: If your calls happen on Zoom, Google Meet, or

Microsoft Teams, all three have built-in recording and built-in transcription, and the
built-in transcripts are good enough for this work. Zoom's cloud recording produces a

VTT transcript with timestamps. Google Meet produces a transcript document. Teams

produces a transcript with speaker attribution. You don't need to buy anything. Start

here.

If you want better speaker separation and searchable archives, the dedicated tools are

Otter.ai, Fireflies.ai, Fathom, and Grain, and there are more launching constantly.

Fathom has historically had a genuinely usable free tier for individuals; the others

tend to have limited free tiers with paid upgrades. Pricing and tier structures on all of

these move around, so check current pricing rather than trusting a number in an

ebook. For phone calls rather than video, tools like Aircall or CallRail handle

recording, and Rev.com handles paid human-verified transcription if you need
accuracy for something high-stakes.



If you'd rather run it locally and pay nothing, OpenAI's Whisper is open source and

runs on a normal laptop. The faster community implementation, faster-whisper, will

transcribe an hour of audio in a few minutes on a modern machine. Local

transcription has a real advantage beyond cost: nothing about your client's

confidential business leaves your computer.

For analysis: Claude, ChatGPT, and Gemini all handle transcript analysis
competently. The differentiator for this specific task is context window — you want to

paste an entire hour-long transcript without chunking it, and you eventually want to

paste several at once to find patterns. All three major models handle long transcripts

now. Use whichever you already pay for.

A hard warning about confidentiality. Your prospect told you things on that

call. Revenue figures. Staffing problems. A pending acquisition. Before you paste a

transcript into any AI tool, know the answer to three questions: does this provider

train on my inputs by default, does my plan change that, and have I agreed to

anything with this client that prohibits it? Most major providers do not train on

business/enterprise API inputs, but consumer tiers have varied over time and terms

change. If you have an NDA in place, read the data-handling clause before you paste
anything. If you're in a regulated field — health, legal, financial advice — assume you

cannot paste client calls into a general consumer AI tool without a specific agreement,

and get that confirmed by someone qualified. When in doubt, redact names and

identifying details first, or transcribe and analyze locally.

The Talk-Time Audit: Your First Real Number

Start with the crudest possible measurement, because it's the one most likely to be

immediately actionable: how much of the call was you?

Conversation-intelligence companies have published aggregate analyses over the

years suggesting that better-performing discovery calls involve the seller talking

substantially less than half the time — figures in the 40–45% range get cited often. I'd

treat any specific number as directional rather than gospel; these analyses come from

vendors with a product to sell, methodologies vary, and "sales calls" as a category
includes wildly different situations. But the direction is not controversial and matches

what anyone who has reviewed a lot of calls will tell you: on a discovery call



specifically, if you're talking more than half the time, you are not

discovering.

Here's a prompt that gets you a real number. Paste your transcript, then:

"You're analyzing a discovery call transcript. Calculate approximate talk-time share

for each speaker by word count, and give me the percentage split. Then break the

call into 5-minute segments and give me the talk-time split for each segment. Do not
summarize the content. Just give me the numbers in a table."

The segment breakdown is where the insight lives. An overall 50/50 split can hide the

fact that the prospect talked for the first fifteen minutes and you talked for the last

twenty-five. That shape — their-then-yours — is the signature of the Premature Pitch.

What you want to see instead is your share staying low and roughly stable, with brief

spikes where you explain something specific they asked for.

One caveat before you over-index on this: talk time is a proxy, not the thing itself. A

call where you talk 30% of the time but all of it is unfocused rambling is worse than a

call where you talk 50% but every intervention is a sharp question that opens a new

layer. Use talk time as a smoke detector, not a diagnosis.

The Question Quality Audit

This is where the analysis gets genuinely useful, and where AI outperforms your own
review by a wide margin — because you cannot read your own questions objectively.

Questions fall into tiers, and the tier distribution of your call predicts the outcome

better than almost anything else.

Tier 1 — Surface questions. "What does your company do?" "How many people

are on the team?" "What tools are you using?" These are fine and necessary and you

should get through them fast. They gather facts. They do not create motion. If a

prospect answers only Tier 1 questions for forty minutes, you've conducted an

interview, not a discovery call.

Tier 2 — Problem questions. "What's not working about the current process?"

"Where does it break down?" "What made you start looking at this now?" These



surface the problem. Most people who are decent at sales live here. It's a real

improvement over Tier 1 and it is still not enough.

Tier 3 — Consequence questions. "What does that cost you in a month?" "Who

else feels it when that breaks?" "What happens if this is still broken in six months?"

This is where the deal is actually made, because this is where the prospect — not you

— articulates why the problem is worth money. When a prospect says out loud
"honestly, we're probably losing two days of someone's week to this," that sentence is

worth more than any pitch you could deliver. They said it. They believe it. It's now a

fact in the room.

Tier 4 — Decision questions. "If we put together a scope you liked, what would

need to happen for it to get approved?" "Who else would look at this?" "Have you

bought something like this before? How did that go?" These map the path from

agreement to signature. Skipping them is why good calls turn into dead proposals.

Here's the audit prompt:

"Extract every question I (the seller) asked in this transcript, verbatim, in order,

with the approximate timestamp. Classify each one: SURFACE (gathers facts),

PROBLEM (surfaces what's broken), CONSEQUENCE (quantifies cost or impact of
the problem), or DECISION (maps how a purchase would get approved). Then give

me the count in each category. Finally, list any CONSEQUENCE or DECISION

question that I asked but did not follow up on when the prospect gave a vague

answer."

That last instruction is the one that hurts. Most sellers do ask a consequence question

or two — and then accept a vague answer and move on. "What's that costing you?"

"Oh, hard to say, it's a lot of time." "Right, yeah, I hear that a lot. So anyway—" That's

the sound of a deal quietly dying. The question was right. The follow-up wasn't there.

The Deflection Map

The second high-value analysis is finding every place the prospect avoided answering.

Prospects deflect for three reasons: they don't know the answer, they don't want to tell

you, or they haven't thought about it. All three are important and they need different



responses. But first you have to see them, and in the moment you almost never do —

because a deflection sounds like an answer. It has the right rhythm. It fills the silence.

Your brain accepts it and moves on.

The prompt:

"Go through this transcript and find every instance where I asked a direct question

and the prospect's response did not actually answer it. For each one, quote my
question, quote their response, and explain in one sentence what was avoided. Be

strict — count partial answers and topic changes as deflections. Do not soften your

assessment."

That last sentence matters more than you'd think. Language models default to being

agreeable and will find reasons your call was fine. You have to explicitly instruct them

not to. I'll come back to this — it's a recurring problem with using AI for self-

assessment and there's a reliable way around it.

Once you have the deflection map, look for the pattern. Are the deflections clustered

around budget? Around authority? Around timeline? Around a specific person in the

organization who keeps getting mentioned and then walked back from? A cluster is

information. Three deflections around "who else is involved in this decision" means
the person you're talking to probably can't sign, and the call needed to go somewhere

completely different.

The Energy Curve

Now the softer analysis, which is less rigorous but often the most immediately

revealing.

Every call has an energy curve. The prospect's engagement rises and falls, and it

leaves traces in the transcript: response length, question-asking, the use of "we"

versus "you," volunteering information versus answering minimally, and specificity of

detail. When someone is engaged they give you names, numbers, and stories. When

they're disengaged they give you categories and agreement noises.

The prompt:


