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Introduction
Value propositions – officially defined as “an in-
novation, service, or feature intended to make a 
company or product attractive to customers” -- are 
critical to the health and growth of your business. 
Precisely how critical you consider them in this re-
gard is a function of personal experience.
For me, a value proposition is the essence of why 
a business exists: It’s a powerful summary of who 
you are, what you offer, and how well that aligns 
with the criteria that triggers a buyer to reach for 
the wallet. Further, it gets to the heart of what is 
distinct and valuable, from the perspective of those 
prospects and customers you want to reach. It de-
fines those tangible and compelling reasons why 
prospects decide to explore business opportunities 
with you. If done properly, the “what’s in it for me” 
question is answered clearly by the value proposi-
tion.
A business associate recently said to me, regarding 
my passion on this subject: “Now I understand -- 
you’re all about creating value.” My response was 
that if our organizations are not creating value, 
what right do we have to continue to exist? If every 
business was lookalike -- other than franchises that 
strive to create the same customer experience re-
gardless of location -- why should we exist?
For those who are still trying to bring their value 
proposition into focus, here are two compelling 

reasons why an investment of time into reading 
this eBook might be worthwhile:
• Research by the Newport Board Group indi-

cates that only 7 percent of leadership teams 
can articulate a common value proposition. If 
the leadership team can’t share it, why would 
you expect your staff to be able to do so?

• The follow-on impacts of NOT having effec-
tive value propositions are all negative for your 
business:

» Employees get confused about what the 
company is about, and cannot share its mes-
sage effectively and consistently;
» Customers get confused and find other al-
ternatives;
» Customer acquisition programs under-per-
form, and your growth is constrained.

None of those outcomes are desirable, so let’s 
get into a best practices discussion with practical 
guidance on building a compelling value propo-
sition. The chapters in this eBook will offer deep 
dives on different aspects of value propositions, 
and provide you with proven do’s and don’ts.
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Chapter 1: Seven Ways Not to Screw Up Your Value Proposition
Through years of working with small- and mid-mar-
ket businesses, I’ve noticed one fairly universal ex-
plain why. For example, when someone states, “We 
are a metal fabricator,” they almost always follow 
that up with “But, we’re not like other metal fab-
ricators.” You can be part of NAICS Code 322, but 
this still does not get to the essence of what distinct 
value the company offers over its competitors. Left 
unsaid: What they offer, what their capabilities are, 
and why you should connect with them. This last 
point, by the way - why prospective buyers listen 
to your story about why they should do business 
with you - is the essence of your value proposition.

Some might ask: “If value propositions are that im-
portant, why aren’t they more effective?” There are 
seven ways that I have seen clients of all sizes and 
across all industries screw up (or under-optimize, 
in consultant speak) their value propositions. Let’s 
review the list as well as best practices for building 
a compelling, or killer, value proposition.

1. FAILURE TO IDENTIFY DISTINCTIVE 
COMPETENCIES
You may not have had an internal conversation 
around your business’ distinctive competencies 

recently—or maybe you’ve never had that conver-
sation. Simply stated, distinctive competencies are 
the foundation of every value proposition.

A distinctive competency is best defined as core 
company strength that is maintainable in the face 
of competition. It is not easily duplicated, at least 
for a while. It can be thought of as an “unfair ad-
vantage.”

Distinctive competencies can come from techno-
logical advantages, industry position, market rela-
tions, cost structure, business processes, manufac-
turing processes, people, customer satisfaction, or 
simply being first to market.

Your value proposition needs to be solidly founded 
on your distinctive competencies. Value proposi-
tions aren’t aspirational (that’s the role of a Vision 
Statement). They translate what is unique about 
your business into something unique (like design 
or engineering services offered by manufacturers) 
which is of value to your prospects and custom-
ers.

My model, which uses distinctive competencies to 
produce a coherent value proposition, is depicted 
below:
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2. FAILURE TO WRITE YOUR VALUE 
PROPOSITION IN CUSTOMER-FACING 
LANGUAGE
You’ve probably read value propositions that you 
will instantly recognize as being written by com-
mittee. Others seem like they are written by PhDs, 
for PhDs. A good rule of thumb: Make sure yours is 
written at the 10th grade reading level.

One suggestion I offer clients is this: Think about 
a value proposition as if you are sitting across the 
table from a prospect and having an informal con-
versation. Never try to impress a potential custom-
er with lingo, jargon, or language they don’t use — 
you’ll lose them.

Here’s an example of writing in a more direct and 
simple style:

Instead of saying: “Our collaborative and hands-
on engagement with customers, combined with 
expertise in processes, materials, and technology, 
creates innovative and high-performing products.”

Try something more direct: “We help you create 
innovative, high-performing products. Customers 
value our expertise in processes, materials, and 
technology.” That simple revision drops you down 
almost three grade levels in readability – a bold 
step in the right direction.

An excellent -- and free -- resource to gauge your 
readability is called the Gunning Fog Readability In-
dex. Simply cut and paste your copy into its engine 
and it will give you an estimate as to the grade level 
to which your writing is aimed. Try it out.

You can also use “word clouds” to understand what 
messages are really coming across to your readers. 
Further guidance can be found in Chapter 3 of this 
eBook.

3. FAILURE TO ADOPT AN “OUTSIDE IN” 
APPROACH
It will be challenging, but you have to incorporate 
more use of the second personal pronoun “you” 
and less use of the word “we.” Try talking about 
yourself but use the word “you” and see just how 
challenging this can be. However, if you want to 
be more effective in stating your value proposi-

tion, you have to try to create your message using 
the more collaborative language that the pronoun  
you” promotes. Time to stop navel gazing and take 
your buyer’s perspective. Make sure the benefits 
you offer are stated explicitly. Make sure they con-
nect with those criteria which are most important 
to your buyer.

We are all much more interested in conversations 
that engage us than talk “to” us. If you want your 
value proposition to be intrusive and memorable, 
using the word “you” will work much better for you.

And please, please, please, don’t start your value 
proposition with a sentence about when you were 
founded and how long you have been in business. 
Honestly, we don’t care. As much as we admire 
business longevity, we’d like to know right now 
what you can do for us right now.

4. FAILURE TO GET YOUR VALUE STATEMENTS 
IN THE RIGHT ORDER
Let’s say there are three or four major areas of val-
ue identified in your value proposition. In market-
ing, it is a long-held belief that “companies get the 
benefits list right, but the order wrong.”

I’ve been personally guilty of this. In selling what ul-
timately became a multi-billion dollar contract with 
the U.S. Department of Defense, I kept describing 
our new service as a “cost-effective payment net-
work with rich transaction detail.” The customer 
kept describing our offering as a “rich information 
system that gets its detail from a payment transac-
tion.” Both were benefits. However, the customer 
saw that the long-term value of the information 
generated would be more powerful than what they 
would save on lower payment processing costs.

Once I realized that their view of value was differ-
ent than mine, and that a $1 billion contract award 
was at stake, I adopted their language!

5. FAILURE TO TURN VALUE PROPOSITIONS 
INTO MARKETING LANGUAGE
Once you have written your value proposition, you 
probably think you’re home free, and everyone can 
start using it immediately. Hold on there, partner. 
Someone in marketing needs to polish it, refine it,

http://gunning-fog-index.com/
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validate it, refine it again, and add proof points to 
make it credible and more meaningful.

Proof points for each value statement should in-
clude quantitative examples of benefits. Here’s an 
example: “Our collaborative design services often 
help customers reduce their costs by 22 percent or 
more.” Now, are you more interested?

Proof points can also include industry certifica-
tions, third-party awards, and anything else that 
makes your claims real and credible. If you can go 
the extra mile, customer testimonials help here -- a 
lot.

6. FAILURE TO ALLOW TIME TO REINFORCE 
AND POLICE
I’ve worked in start-ups and Fortune 500 corpora-
tions, and I often have not had the full marketing 
budget I thought was necessary to introduce new 
positioning, or new products or services.

Someone in your organization needs to put the 
“police” badge on and ensure that every time, in ev-
ery medium, and in every channel, your value prop-
osition is presented in exactly the same language 

every time.

A branding guru once told me, “Your customers 
will understand your new positioning before your 
employees will.” She was absolutely correct. After 
re-branding one business, and introducing a new 
value proposition, in 10 months our customers fully 
understood our position. However, two years after 
the launch, we still had salespeople who used the 
“old” company name. And don’t trust your staff to 
use your new collateral and presentations, either. 
That’s where policing comes in. Trust, but verify.

7. FAILURE TO AUDIT AT LEAST EVERY TWO 
YEARS
Value evolves in competitive landscapes. What is 
unique about your offering today may be a market 
expectation tomorrow. My recommendation to cli-
ents is to conduct a brand audit every two years. 
It’s not that expensive or time-consuming, and you 
can also combine it with satisfaction questions and 
a net promoter score (NPS) loyalty study. 

Let’s move on to the next topic in Chapter 2: How 
value propositions are part of “Big M” marketing.
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My wife has always been a huge Bob Dylan fan. I 
have enjoyed his music as well – but my fandom 
doesn’t quite match my wife’s fanaticism. Years 
ago, my wife bought Dylan tickets in the center 
section for his last concert at the State Theater in 
Minneapolis.

When we arrived at the theater, in a super excited 
state, the usher said, “Oh, there’s a problem with 
your seats. We had to put the soundboard where 
your seats were. But, no worries, we gave you bet-
ter seats.” And they did — two rows from the front 
of the stage, right in the middle.

As I think about that giant soundboard covering the 
spot that was supposed to be our seats, I can’t help 
but compare that experience to marketing pro-
grams at different levels of maturity. Soundboards 
offer virtually unlimited flexibility to the artist. One 
virtual soundboard website, in fact, offers nearly 
500,000 sounds! Check it out.

As I’ve conducted marketing program audits for cli-
ents, what I have often discovered -- particularly 
in industry sectors like manufacturing, healthcare, 
distribution, and business-to-business -- are mar-
keting programs which I’d characterize as “Small 
M” programs. These programs operate using only a 
few of the typical go-to-market opportunities, op-
tions, and tools available. There’s rarely a delineat-
ed marketing strategy, or even a plan. There’s often 
not a marketing calendar. You can draw a common 
profile of these “Small M” programs: They consist 
of trade events, a limited scope website, sales col-
lateral, an occasional press release, and often not 
much more. The biggest issue may be the lack of a 
compelling value proposition—or maybe the value 
proposition is “missing in action” altogether.

“Small M” marketing programs rarely use digi-
tal marketing, and often ignore opportunities to 
secure brand visibility and to drive leads through 
highly leveraged programming. They are tactical 
in nature and relatively low value to the business, 
and have no strong linkage to a business’s growth 
agenda. 

“Small M” marketing programs are akin to sitting 
in front of a giant soundboard, but using only one 
or two of the knobs, dials, and levers available. I 
also describe this as “doing marketing with one 
hand tied behind your back.” Others describe 
“Small M” programs as consisting of “random acts 
of marketing.” That might be a bit harsh, but my 
point is this: Why settle for “Small M” marketing 
when you can have “Big M” marketing without 
much more of a financial investment?

“Big M” marketing starts with a firm view that its 
role is to drive growth. Period. It includes a defined 
marketing strategy and action plan that is closely 
aligned with the corporate strategy. “Big M” mar-
keting is built upon the assumption that marketing 
tools and technologies are used as liberally as the 
myriad knobs and dials on the soundboard; and it 
also includes a clear and compelling value proposi-
tion.

I recently saw a powerful infographic that described 
37 digital marketing program options alone! Yes,  
marketing is getting more complex, presenting a 
great challenge for the marketing team to choose 
the right options for their business objectives. 
Here’s another example. There are reportedly over 
3,500 marketing- related technologies available to-
day. How would you go about sorting out which 
might be helpful to you?

So, which ones, indeed, are the right ones? That de-
pends on what you are trying to accomplish in your 
plan. Are you renewing your brand, enhancing your 
value proposition, needing to dramatically increase 
demand generation, introducing new products or 
services, or launching into new markets? Whatev-
er your particular goals, they should be mapped to 
the “Big M” marketing programs available to en-
sure you get the best reuse, leverage, integration, 
and results.

“Big M”marketing programs share other character-
istics. They stress investments AND return, as well 
as the value of metrics -- even if early metrics are 
not perfect, since your team will need time and

Chapter 2: What Do Bob Dylan, Soundboards and “Big M” 
Marketing Have in Common?

https://www.soundboard.com/
https://chiefmartec.com/2017/05/marketing-techniology-landscape-supergraphic-2017/
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resources to develop measurement tools to gather 
complete data. “Big M” marketing programs have 
well-developed, clear, consistent, and compelling 
value propositions. And everyone in the business 
can state them with confidence.

“Big M” marketing programs drive higher results 
and accelerate revenue and profit growth. They are 
much more impactful in their ability to create more 
value for the business. And, often, they can do all of 
these things quite efficiently, since the same tech-
nologies that allow for measurement and tracking 
of results also allow you to proactively manage 
your investment in the tools you are using. Even 
a small- or mid-sized business can cost-effectively 
access under-utilized “Big M” programs -- like tra-
ditional and social media and digital marketing -- to 
up their game.

One of the reasons Bob Dylan became an American 
music icon was his willingness to adapt to changing 
tastes over time. Change wasn’t always easy, as his 
conversion from acoustical to electric guitar upset 
many of his fans. But, he is relevant today because 
he did change.

You can help ensure the relevance, success, and 
growth of your business if you explore moving from 
“Small M” to marketing. Do it now, and access the 
full soundboard available to you!

Let’s move onto our next topic in Chapter 3: Testing 
and Refining Value Propositions. We will address 
the dynamic challenges of value propositions in 
Chapter 4. They must evolve over time as your tar-
get buyers evolve their needs and buying criteria.

Chapter 3: What Do Value Propositions, Word Clouds, And Be-
fore/After Diet Ads Have In Common?
As health-conscious consumers, it’s hard not to be 
swayed by those time-honored ads by nutrition 
and weight-loss companies which feature the trite 
“before-and-after” comparisons.

You know the ones I’m talking about. Big and un-
happy before; slim and smiling after. The long-term 
and continuing use of this approach can be ex-
plained by only a couple of reasons: (a) either these 
companies can’t think of any more creative ways 
of marketing their products, or (b) the ads actual-
ly work. Like the protagonists in our diet commer-
cials, we, too, can undergo a slimming transfor-
mation when working on our value 
propositions. In the past year, I had 
six client engagements that focused 
on revising, enhancing, or replacing 
corporate value propositions, and in 
each case, I found a visual technique 
that, much like the diet ads, created 
a “before and after” which was very 
compelling when viewed graphical-
ly. The magic resulted from simply 
converting the client’s current value 
proposition, and a working model of 

a revised version, into word clouds.

Let me show you what I mean.

Here’s one example from a specialty pharmacy 
business. The word cloud was constructed by past-
ing all of their website copy into www.wordle.net.

This is the “Before.” Note the dominant focus on 
products. Word clouds of major competitors also 
showed a focus on products. The result? Every 
business looked alike. And the message to custom-
ers (patients) wasn’t very friendly or compelling, 
either.

http://www.wordle.net
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Now, take a look at the 
“After” word cloud, which 
we created after we iden-
tified this company’s dis-
tinctive competencies and 
constructed a new value 
proposition. Please note 
the 180-degree shift to-
ward a focus on patients. 
Today, this business now 
commands a unique mar-
ket position as being able 
to deliver a better patient 
experience – a value prop-
osition that is firmly rooted 
in its clearly-identified dis-
tinctive competencies.

Word clouds are able to do something that pure 
text cannot do: They summarize and create pow-
erful pictures which visual learners 
find easy to digest (and many execu-
tives prefer pictures, not narratives). 
In addition, they support compari-
sons, and can validate that what you 
say about your business maps to 
what your customers say about your 
business when they are surveyed. 
They allow you to compare your val-
ue proposition to that of your com-
petitors, helping to ensure that your 
message is rich and unique.

Here’s another example of a gap 
between what a data company said 
about itself and its market position, 
using words from the “About Us” 
page on its website, and words its 
customers said using unaided recall 
in a brand survey.

What their customers said about 
the company in a brand survey was 
quite different. They understood 
the company’s technical value, but 
actually expressed a higher form 
of value in knowledge, service, and 
quality.

“WHAT WE WERE SAYING ABOUT OUR VALUE”

“WHAT OUR CUSTOMERS WERE SAYING ABOUT US”
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The comparison facilitated by the two word clouds 
prompted us to rework the value proposition into 
a new version, which combined the 
best of each (expertise in the form of 
data, offerings, and service/support). 
We did this by creating iterations of 
the value proposition; building word 
clouds for each iteration; and testing 
whether the keywords we wanted to 
feature were coming through with 
clarity and prominence.

Which of these three word clouds 
would you prefer to communicate 
to your distribution partners, pros-
pects, and customers? In which do 
you have higher confidence to help 
accelerate your revenue and profit growth? The 
new version was constructed by building out a 
hierarchy that started with the value proposition, 
then added value statements, and finally added ex-
amples and proof points. When you have this hier-
archy outlined, you now also have your marketing 
messaging outlined, and you can start strengthen-
ing and differentiating your brand. This approach 
also can help small and mid-sized companies with-

out dedicated funding for brand building standard-
ize and reinforce their message – a fundamental in 
getting your brand established.

You know, maybe those diet product advertisers 
are on to something after all. Is it time to put your 
value proposition on a “word diet?” Let’s move on 
to one big value proposition challenge in Chapter 
4: The Dynamic Nature of Value Propositions.

“VALUE PROPOSITION RE-WORKED”
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Do you ever wonder how power windows on cars 
and trucks became the dominant feature that they 
are today? Try to buy a vehicle with hand crank 
windows now. Good luck with that.

The story of power windows is also a story about 
value hierarchies. Value hierarchies are graphic 
depictions of your value proposition. Value hierar-

chies are usually organized as pyramids with three 
tiers of value.

To construct a value hierarchy, you position your 
product features, benefits, capabilities, and ser-
vices at each respective tier.

Chapter 4: What Do Dynamic Value Hierarchies And Power
Windows Have In Common?

POWER WINDOWS: A 
MINI-CASE STUDY
There are excellent 
lessons to be learned 
about product evolu-
tion and evolving forms 
of value in the history 
of automobile power 
windows. To establish 
this paradigm, I’ll pro-
vide a brief chronology 
and history lesson:

1940 
Power windows first introduced on the Packard 180 Series

1941 
Power windows available on Lincoln Custom limos and sedans and Cadillacs

1946-1960 
Broader availability on other high-end brands and models

1960 
First year that power windows came as standard equipment (Cadillac Fleetwood)

1960-1980 
Evolution of power window technology and broader availability on mid-priced cars

1980s-Today 
Power windows are included in most models as standard equipment

2008 
Many manufacturers eliminate hand crank windows as an option
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What are our takeaways from this chronology, 
which is similar for other automobile accessories 
and many other products?
• New forms of value are continuously created, 

as technological innovations find commercial 
applications. Today, think “digital” for the best 
examples.

• Value for which buyers were willing to pay for 
early on becomes standard issue in later ver-
sions of products and services.

• Value is driven by continuous innovation in 
your business operationally, in marketing, and 
in product and service development.

• Early innovators that do not continue to inno-

vate to support value creation can disappear 
from the market, like Packard, the innovator 
of power windows in 1940, but was gone from 
the market in 1956.

What’s important about this history is very rele-
vant to all organizations as you manage your val-
ue hierarchies today.
A value hierarchy is a simple but powerful model 
that helps organizations understand how they cre-
ate value for their prospects and customers (or cli-
ents, or patients, or whomever they serve).
Here’s an example of a value hierarchy for a B2B 
business:

The place to start in constructing a value hierarchy 
is at the bottom tier. “Meet Competition,” or “Table 
Stakes,” are capabilities that your organization must 
offer in order to be considered a viable option by 
buyers. Your buyers can help you understand what 
makes up “Table Stakes” if you ask them to evaluate 
all areas where you believe that you create value -- 
rating the importance and uniqueness of each area.
There is one big challenge with management of 
value over time: Value hierarchies are dynamic, 
not static.
A business can be great at product development or 
sourcing, but over time:
• Your capabilities can wane, and your ability to 

develop and/or source truly unique, innovative 

products can deteriorate. This means that what 
you once performed optimally is no longer a ca-
pability or core competency.

• Your buyer no longer sees products as a com-
petitive differentiator. When product portfoli-
os or service offerings become lookalikes, your 
buyers may be looking to buy based on other 
criteria, such as the buying experience, your 
expertise, or many other differentiating factors.

Our power window example provides a parallel 
challenge: Areas where you were once competi-
tive, over time, can become table stakes. Power 
windows, over time, migrated down the value hi-
erarchy from a “WOW” to “Beat Competition” to 
“Meet Competition/Table Stakes.”
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What Next?
There is a motivational speaker, Chip Eichelberg-
er, who years ago gave me great advice. He said: 
“What is easy to do, is often easy NOT to do.” Great 
advice from a powerful speaker.

Value propositions are not rocket science, but they 
are critical to your business and deserve your at-
tention. Do them well.

I’m hoping that this eBook has provided you with 
some practical guidance to help you develop a 
more compelling value proposition.

More than that, I really hope you have a better 

Mark S. Coronna 
Founder & CMO 
mark@thepracticalcmo.com 
Connect on LinkedIn

This is no time to rest on your laurels, as we know 
technology can become the great leveler. Features 
that once were reserved for the high-end buyer 
now are available to everyone. For example, we all 
can relate to how such changes have impacted our 
personal banking experience: Today, any commu-
nity bank can offer the same mobile check deposit 
features as the largest banks.

That’s one challenge of value hierarchies -- they 
are dynamic, and demand your constant atten-
tion.

Here’s how to apply this lesson:

1. A best practice is to evaluate your value prop-
osition continuously, with both your existing 
buyers and those with whom you want to do 
business. Don’t assume they have the same 
perception of value. This is critical insight 
gathering.

2. Since value is the living heart of your organi-
zation, an annual review of your value hierar-
chy and value proposition should be part of 
your business strategy, and your annual busi-
ness plan.

3. As part of your insight work, try to understand 
how your value hierarchy compares with that 
of your major competitors. This might seem 
difficult, but you can do this relatively easily 
by using word clouds. If you missed how to 
do this: go back and re-read Chapter 3.

Your organization thrives because of the val-
ue you create for your buyers. A value hierarchy 
graphically helps your organization understand 
and align with the value they create. Time to get 
busy on a refresh?

understanding of why it is so important for you to 
spend executive time and energy on your value 
proposition. If you don’t think it’s important and 
cannot articulate it, your team won’t be able to do 
so, either. This lack of attention can threaten to re-
duce new business opportunities and to constrain 
your growth. You can have “Big M” marketing pro-
grams, and compelling value propositions.

If I can be of any assistance in helping you to devel-
op the right value proposition to move your busi-
ness forward, please contact me.

https://www.getswitchedon.com/document-library.html
https://www.getswitchedon.com/document-library.html
https://www.linkedin.com/in/markcoronna/

