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Before I advised agencies on positioning, I was a media planner. 

Not the “thought leader” kind, but the hands-on, data-focused kind. I was the guy who saw
patterns before they showed up in the spreadsheets—then convinced skeptical brands to act
before it was obvious. 

I helped AT&T Wireless launch text messaging and data plans in the U.S. 
I helped Intel bring WiFi to market. 
And in 2012, while most of the industry clung to ad networks, I was already pushing
programmatic media buying. 
Not because it was cool—because it was coming. 
Now it’s the standard.
 
I’ve built my career on pattern recognition —seeing shifts early and moving before the market
reacts. 
And right now, the signals aren’t just loud—they’re converging. 

Fortune 500 CEOs aren’t sleeping well either. 
Nearly half expect a downturn in the next 12–24 months. 
Most anticipate a recession by 2026. 
Over 70% are already restructuring supply chains to cut costs and reduce exposure to risk. 

They’re not reacting to headlines. 
They’re responding to deep systemic signals: 

Trade wars and tariff realignments 
Labor shortages and wage shocks 
Cyber threats 
Geopolitical instability 
AI and digital disruption 
And the quiet fragility humming under the economy 

They see it. And if you’re paying attention, so can you. 

We are standing in the bullseye of two converging cycles—each with centuries of predictive
power behind them. 

Fred Foldvary’s 18.6-year economic cycle tracks real estate, credit, and market
inflection points stretching back over 200 years. The last one ended with the collapse
of Lehman Brothers in 2008. Add 18.6 years? That lands us right here: 2025–2027. 
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Strauss & Howe’s Fourth Turning describes an 80–100 year pattern of societal
upheaval—when trust collapses, institutions break, and new systems emerge under
pressure. According to their model, we’re in the final, most volatile phase of that cycle
right now and the most intense phase likely occurring in the late 2020s.  

This isn’t theory. It’s already happening in the trenches. 

The RSW/US 2024 New Business Report—based on direct input from agency leaders—makes it
painfully clear. 

66% of agencies still rely on referrals. 
62% say outbound doesn’t work. 
Sales cycles are getting longer, not shorter. 
AI tools are being tried—but satisfaction is low. 

If this was a cold outreach problem, better tools would solve it. If this was a volume issue,
more emails would close more deals. But they didn’t – and they won’t.  

Because this was never about outreach. It’s always been about signal. 

And for most agency founders, that signal is still running through one place: them. 

The real problem isn’t lead gen – it’s signal decay 

Let’s get brutally clear: 

Most agencies aren’t suffering from bad outbound. 
They’re suffering from a trust collapse they can’t see. 

You run outbound. It flops.  

So you assume the copy’s off. The list is cold. 

You crank the volume. Still flat. 

Now you’re discounting. Over-delivering. 

Suddenly, good leads feel cold. And referrals? Drying up. 

It’s not a sales issue. 

It’s a signal issue—and it’s feeding on itself.



This Is The Positioning Failure Feedback Loop 

I’ve watched this loop take down $2M to $30M agencies— not because the work was bad, 
but because the founder couldn’t see they’d become the bottleneck. 

Here’s how the loop really works: 

Founder sells
because referrals still
trickle in

Referrals feel “warm”
so there’s no urgency to
fix positioning

Growth plateaus
Because the founder can’t
scale themselves

Try Outbound
Flops because messaging
is too generic

Wrong-fit client enters
because positioning isn’t
filtering

Margin Erodes
Confidence Drops

and it cycles again

This Loop Doesn’t Burn You Overnight. It drains you—quietly. 

You close another project, but you’re still the one selling 
You delegate outbound, but it flops 
You raise prices, then lower them when deals stall 
You wonder why your calendar’s full, but your growth’s flat

Until one day, you realize: 

You’re still the system. 
You’re still the reason it works—and the reason it can’t grow. 

That’s the loop’s final move. 
It doesn’t just burn time. 
It burns you. 



You don’t escape by selling harder…..you escape by making your value obvious without you
in the room. 

Positioning that makes you the only choice 
Messaging that earns trust without effort 
A system that works when you don’t 

You don’t need another playbook. You need to stop being the playbook.  

We’re now in the countdown phase. 

This is the window—where capital builds quietly in the background. 
Teams cut fat. Buyers hesitate. Investors hold back. 
But they’re not frozen. 
 
The mistake most founders make in this phase? Thinking they have more time. 
 
They’re waiting for clarity. 
 
And when the surge hits—when money starts moving again—it won’t flow to the loudest. 
It’ll flow to the most positioned. 
 
It always does. 

If your offer isn’t locked in by then, you won’t just miss out. 
You’ll get passed over—or steamrolled. 
 
You don’t need to know the history to feel the pressure. 
Just look around: 

Referrals are drying up 
Sales cycles are stretching 
Buyers are cautious, skeptical, fatigued 
Global trade is shifting 
AI is accelerating 
And the next administration is already reshaping the terrain 

All of this was predicted. 

Fourth Turning, we’ve been expecting you. 

This isn’t fear-mongering. 
This is pattern recognition. 



We are not in a normal down cycle—we are in a systemic reset. 
What worked two years ago is already cracking. 
And most agencies are mistaking a lead gen problem for what it really is: a positioning failure. 

I’ve seen this before. 

In 2008, I watched a $30M agency implode from the inside. 
It was built on charisma, connections, and referrals. 
But when the founder’s network stopped producing, the leads vanished. 
There was no differentiated positioning to fall back on. 
No system. No insulation. Just dependency. 

When the market changed, they didn’t. 
And it was over in months. 

That wasn’t just a recession. It was a reckoning. 
And this one will be worse—for those still playing yesterday’s game. 

Here’s the truth: 

You don’t need more outreach. 
You need to become the only choice worth considering—for the clients who matter. 
And you need to do it before the rest of the market wakes up. 

Some won’t believe it. 
They didn’t in 2002. 
Or 2008. 
Or 2012. 

Or 2020/2021. 

But the ones who did? 

They moved early. 
And they never had to look back. 



The shift didn’t happen overnight. 

There was no alarm. No headline. No sharp drop. 

Just a slow, creeping resistance. 

The intro calls got quieter. 
The proposals sat longer. 
The yeses took more effort. 
The referrals—once your ace—began to stall, then fade. 

What used to move easily now drags. 
And what used to close quickly now hangs in limbo. 

This isn’t in your head. It’s in the market. 

We spent nearly a decade in a rising tide. 2013 to 2022 was a gift. Money was cheap.
Optimism was high. Clients said yes faster. Trust was easier to earn. Even average positioning
could still win deals. 

You didn’t have to be surgical. You just had to show up with a decent offer. 

That world is gone. 

Since early 2025, something’s changed—and for most agency owners, it’s been hard to name.
 
Sales cycles aren’t just longer—they’re heavier. 
Prospects aren’t just cautious—they’re distant. 
Outbound doesn’t just underperform—it gets ignored. 

The shift is subtle but sharp: buyers have become deeply risk-averse. 

Even when the need is urgent, they hesitate. 
Even when the budget exists, they delay. 
Even when the pitch is strong, they still need “proof.” 

What they’re really asking is: Are you the safe bet? 
Not the flashiest. Not the cheapest. 
The one they won’t get fired for hiring 

Why Your Growth Feels Harder —
And It’s Not Your Fault (At First) 



The default now is wait, not yes. 

And when they do move, it’s smaller, slower, and scoped down. 
Big retainers? Rare. 
Long commitments? Unlikely. 
Trust? Earned project by project. 

This isn’t just affecting your agency—it’s hitting across the board. 
Legacy clients are pulling back. Warm leads are colder. Outbound campaigns that worked in
2019 fall flat in 2025. Even referrals—the sacred cow of agency growth—aren’t converting like
they used to. 

The instinct is to blame yourself. 
To push harder. 
To double the activity. 
To “just be better at sales.” 

But that’s not the fix. 

Because the problem isn’t effort—it’s friction. 

The market is resisting in ways it didn’t before. 
Not because it’s broken. 
Because it evolved. 

Your prospects have changed. 

They’re navigating geopolitical instability, shifting trade dynamics, rising costs, AI disruption,
and buyer fatigue—all at once.  

A major client delays a $200K retainer because they’re renegotiating every overseas
vendor due to tariff changes. 
Another ghosts you for three weeks—because their CFO just froze spending until post-
election policy signals settle. 
That perfect-fit lead? Gone cold—because someone on their board read a headline
about another agency overpromising on AI. 

They’re not flakey. They’re overloaded. And the trust threshold to say yes to anything new just
got a hell of a lot higher. 

What they need isn’t more information. 
It’s certainty. 
And most agencies aren’t offering it—because their positioning was built for an easier era. 



What worked when trust was high, money was flowing, and competition was thin—no longer
lands. Offers that once closed in two calls now stall for months. Messaging that once
differentiated now blends into background noise. 

This is the quiet squeeze. 
The slow-motion filtering-out of agencies who haven’t adapted. 

They’re not being rejected. 
They’re being overlooked. 

Not because they’re bad at what theey do—but because they no longer signal trust in a
market that demands it. 

That’s the truth no one tells you. 

Your growth didn’t stall because you lost your edge. 
It stalled because the market changed—and your positioning didn’t. 

In this new cycle, tactics don’t save you. Relationships don’t scale you. Activity doesn’t protect
you. 

Only clarity does. 
Only positioning does. 

Lead gen isn’t the problem. 
What you’re feeling is something deeper, more dangerous—and invisible until it’s too late



Why Lead Gen Fails, Outbound Fatigues,
and Clients Tune You Out 

Most agencies don’t have a lead generation problem. 
They have a market perception problem. 

Their offer isn’t weak. Their team isn’t untalented. Their outbound isn’t poorly written. 

It just doesn’t land—because it doesn’t signal anything different. 

Buyers look at the email, the landing page, the LinkedIn message—and they think: 

“Ah. Another one of those.” 

Another agency. 
Another "we build websites" pitch. 
Another "fractional CMO" or "brand strategist" or "growth partner." 
Another professional generalist in a sea of vague value props. 

They don’t engage. Not because they don’t need the help. 
But because they don’t see why you are the one to give it to them. 

That’s what poor positioning does—it turns real value into white noise. 

It’s why your outbound is fatiguing. Why your proposals stall. Why your win rate is stuck. 
Because the moment a buyer hears your name or reads your message, they’ve already
decided what category to drop you in. 

And unless that category is “must-have,” you’re not in the running. You’re in the recycle bin. 

Here’s what most agencies get wrong: 

They think lead gen is about getting seen. 
But the real game is about how you’re seen. 

You can’t fix perception problems with more volume. 
You can’t out-hustle mispositioning. 
You can’t email your way out of sounding like everyone else. 

And the truth is: the agency world is saturated. 
Not with talent. With sameness. 

The websites all read the same. 
The offers—websites, campaigns, funnels—sound like commodities. 



Buyers can’t tell if you’re a strategic asset—or a slightly nicer version of the last pitch. 

In a bull market, you could get away with that. 
When demand was high and differentiation didn’t matter, being “good enough” got you to
seven figures. 

But not now. Not here. 

We are in a “me-too” market with risk-averse buyers, tight budgets, and trust at an all-time
low. 

Buyers don’t want another option. 
They want the only option. 

They want someone who shows up with clarity. With a POV. With a message that doesn’t just
sound different—but feels different. More confident. More tuned. More aligned with the
moment they’re in. 

And if they don’t get that from you in the first few seconds? 

They move on. 

That’s why good lead gen fails. Why smart outbound underperforms. Why referrals are
slowing. Why deals feel harder than they should. 

It’s not the marketing. 
It’s the market signal. 

And that signal is your positioning. 

Until that’s fixed—until you’re seen as the only option worth considering—you’ll stay stuck in
the loop: 

More messages. 
More “maybes.” 
More quiet no’s. 

The barrier isn’t volume. 
It’s how the market sees you—or doesn’t. 

Because when your market gets it, they don’t hesitate. 

They lean in. 
They ask how to start. 
And they stop comparing you to anyone else. 



From Noise to Authority —
Why Positioning Isn’t Branding. 

It’s Survival. 

The agencies that survive this next cycle won’t be the best marketers. 
They’ll be the best positioned. 

Because in a trust-starved, choice-saturated market, clarity isn’t a competitive advantage—
whit’s a lifeline. 

Right now, most agencies are trapped in a fog of similarity. 
They sound like everyone else. 
They offer what everyone else offers. 
And they expect buyers—numb, skeptical, overloaded buyers—to somehow see what makes
them different. 

That’s not strategy. That’s delusion. 

Here’s the truth no one wants to admit: 
You’re not competing against bad agencies. 
You’re competing against indifference. 

Against inbox fatigue. 
Against ghosting. 
Against 20 other vendors who all promise “growth” and “partnership” and “tailored strategies.” 

And in that sea of sameness, the only ones who get through are the ones who own
something. 

Not a service. Not a trend. 
A space. 

The ones who rise are the ones whose messaging, market, and offer are aligned so tightly
that their signal slices through everything else. 

They aren’t perceived as an option. 
They’re perceived as the option. 

That’s what real positioning does. 

It doesn’t make you louder. 
It makes you undeniable. 



It’s not about colors or taglines or wordsmithing your homepage. 
It’s about building a market identity so sharp and specific that your ideal clients feel like
you’re reading their mind. 

It’s also what separates a business worth buying—from one the founder has to keep carrying. 
When that happens, your outbound hits different. 
Your sales calls shift from “pitch” to “fit.” 
Referrals don’t just come in—they come in pre-sold. 
And suddenly, you’re not chasing business. You’re choosing it. 

This is the shift: 
From chasing clients… 
To attracting only the right ones. 
From explaining what you do… 
To being sought out for how you think. 
From being compared… 
To being chosen. 

I see this play out every week on a networking call I run. 

Someone introduces themselves—smart, talented, experienced—and says something like, “I
help businesses with marketing strategy” or “We build custom websites for clients who want
to grow.” 

Functionally true. But emotionally flat. 
No hook. No conviction. No signal. 

Nobody bites. No one asks to learn more. No referrals. No introductions. 

A few months later? They cancel their membership and say, “This doesn’t work.” 

But it’s not the network that failed them. 
It’s the positioning that failed to make them referable. 

In rooms like that—and in markets like this—if you don’t say something that makes people
remember, respect, or repeat it… 
You become invisible. 

And it doesn’t happen by doing more. 
It happens by getting ruthless about one thing: 

What space do you own—and who is it for? 



This isn’t a branding exercise. 
It’s the difference between being forgotten… 
And being first in line. 

Because in this cycle, you don’t win by being visible. 
You win by being unmistakable. 



How to Build Positioning That Converts 

So what does strong positioning actually look like? 

It’s not clever copy. 
It’s not fancy branding. 
It’s not a better elevator pitch. 

It’s a market-perception engine—built with clarity, relevance, and proof—so that every move
you make earns trust before you even show up. 

When you get this right, you don’t have to “sell” anymore. You signal. 
The right people move toward you. The wrong ones disqualify themselves. 
And your sales process becomes a sorting mechanism—not a persuasion contest. 

Here’s how we build it. 

Step 1: Claim a Problem You’re Built to Own 

Every strong position starts with a real problem—and a clear claim of ownership. 

Not “we help with growth.” 
Not “we build beautiful websites.” 
Not “we do great marketing.” 

But: We fix the hidden revenue leaks caused by unclear positioning. 
Or: We help B2B SaaS teams break out of price-driven deals. 
Or: We help brands build acquisition engines that don’t rely on luck, LinkedIn, or the founder’s
charisma. 

Your positioning doesn’t start with what you do. 
It starts with what your clients can’t solve without you. 

If they don’t feel the problem, they won’t value the solution. 
And if the problem isn’t sharp, urgent, and specific—they’ll tune you out. 



Step 2: Speak to a Market That’s Actively Searching (Even if They Don’t Know It Yet)
 
Your offer might be strong. But if it’s aimed at a market that’s either too broad, too unaware, or
too jaded—it won’t land. 

Great positioning is targeted empathy. 

It shows your buyer that: 

You know what they’re dealing with 
You’ve solved it before 
And you do it in a way that fits their world, not yours 

That’s why “we serve everyone” is a death sentence. 
Because if you speak to everyone, no one feels spoken to. 

Step 3: Package Your Thinking, Not Just Your Services 

Want to stop being seen as a vendor? 
Package your thinking, not just your deliverables. 

This is where most agencies stall. 
They sell websites. Funnels. Campaigns. Strategies. 

But your clients don’t want “strategy.” They want certainty. 
They want to know that if they bring you in, you’ve done this before—and you own the
process. 

That’s why frameworks matter. 
Proprietary methods. 
Naming your models. 
Giving shape to the invisible work. 

It’s not just about being seen as different. 
It’s about being seen as defensible. 



Step 4: Build a Front Door That Filters, Signals, and Converts 

Everything downstream—your outbound, your sales calls, your referrals—flows from one thing: 
What happens when someone hits your website, your profile, your name in conversation. 

What do they see? 
What do they feel? 
What story gets triggered? 

Because here’s the thing most agencies miss: Positioning isn’t just strategy. It’s infrastructure. 

It’s the scaffolding that makes every other marketing activity actually work. 

If the front door is weak—unclear, bloated, generic—every lead you get leaks trust before the
first call. 

If it’s strong? 
You close more. Faster. At higher margins. 
Because you’re no longer explaining yourself. 

The Outcome: From Vendor to Category of One 

When this system is dialed in, you’re not just positioned. 
You’re embedded. 

In your buyer’s mind, there’s no comparison to make. 
No RFP. No “just looking.” 
Just clarity, confidence, and motion. 

You become the advisor, not the applicant. 
The standard, not the option. 
The only choice that makes sense. 

This isn’t brand polish. 
This is structural advantage. 
And in a market this noisy, this cautious, and this volatile—advantage compounds. 



What to Do Right Now to Own Your Space 

If you’ve read this far, you already feel it. 

The market’s shifted. 
The old plays aren’t working. 
And you’re tired of throwing energy at tactics that never fix the root issue.  

So here’s the move: 

     ➡️ Stop optimizing what’s downstream. 
     ➡️ Fix what’s upstream. 
     ➡️ Fix how the market sees you. 

Because that perception—how you're positioned—is the multiplier for everything else: 

Your outreach 
Your conversion 
Your pricing 
Your referrals 
Your pipeline stability 
Your ability to say no without fear

When your positioning is sharp, specific, and owned—everything gets easier. 

Deals close faster. 
Clients trust quicker. 
Prospects show up pre-sold. 
You stop being a vendor. You start being the signal. 

And here's the kicker: most of your competitors won’t do it. 

They’ll keep posting. 
Keep tweaking the website. 
Keep chasing inbound scraps and wondering why nothing sticks. 

But you? 

You see the matrix now. 



You’ve seen how cycles converge. 
You’ve seen what poor positioning costs. 
And you’ve seen the path out. 

The question isn’t if this needs to happen. 
It’s how fast you’re willing to move. 

Because there’s a window right now—narrow, but real—for those who position first. 

The data confirms what we've seen for years: 
Agencies aren’t stuck because they’re lazy or lack skill. 
They’re stuck because they’ve confused volume with clarity. 
They’re still “doing,” but not signaling. 

Outbound isn’t broken. Your clarity is. 

The fix is positioning. 
The model is trust-first. 
The timeline is closing fast. 
And The Surge Window is your final opportunity to get it right—before the market sorts the
noise from the signals. 

A window that closes fast. 
By late 2026, we’ll be past the inflection point. 
The market will tighten. Trust will contract. Budgets will shrink even further. 
And the agencies who haven’t claimed their space by then? 

They’ll be forced to chase, discount, and justify—while the positioned ones lead. 

Not louder. 
Not cheaper. 
Just clearer. 

The ones who claim that ground? 

They won’t just survive the next cycle. 
They’ll lead it. 



There’s another side to this cycle. 

A market where clarity commands attention. 

Where positioned agencies don’t pitch—they filter. 

Where inbound shows up pre-sold. 

Where growth happens without sacrificing margin or sanity. 

But you don’t get there by waiting.   

You get there be acting – before the reset finalizes. 

So here’s the final fork: 

Keep tweaking your website, chasing referrals, and hoping demand rebounds. 
Or reposition now—and become the only choice worth calling when the budgets

come back. 

Most won’t. 

They’ll wait. Stall. Polish. Hesitate. 
April 2027 isn’t just another quarter. It’s the inflection. 

The ones who reposition by then won’t just weather the next chapter – they’ll define it. And the
ones that don’t? They’ll scramble to reclaim relevance—while positioned agencies own the
ground. 

If you’ve read this far, you already know. 

The market won’t ask if you’re trying. 

It’ll ask if your positioning already speaks louder than your outreach. 

Epilogue: What you build during the fog 



Jeff isn’t another outbound consultant with a funnel to sell.  
He’s a battle-tested strategist with over 25 years inside
real agencies, where he’s sold ideas, built trust, and
launched technologies the market had never seen before. 

From boutique shops in Denver to Madison Avenue giants,
Jeff led growth across accounts like American Express,
AT&T Wireless, Intel, and Advil. 

He’s worked inside: 

Mindshare (American Express) 
Mediaedge:CIA (Advil, AT&T Wireless) 
MPG (Intel, MCI, esurance) 
McClain Finlon (Dell, Qwest) 

And half a dozen other top-tier firms 

He’s not guessing how agencies work—he’s lived it. 
Jeff built Ignition to help founders escape the burnout of
founder-led sales, not with hacks, but with positioning-first
systems rooted in real strategy. Every client gets a
roadmap. No guesswork. No “just try this” advice. 

Why does his model work when others don’t? 

Because Jeff starts where others skip: 

Research: Who’s the real buyer—and what do they
fear? 
Strategy: What signal earns trust before the first
call? 
Execution: Only when the foundation’s in place. 

This field guide reflects what Jeff has learned through
booms, busts, black swans, and boardroom battles: 
You don’t scale by selling harder. You scale by becoming
impossible to ignore. 

Most will wait - until the trust is gone, the pipeline’s dry,
and it’s too late to fix it. 

If you’re not one of them, email me at: jeff@ignition.llc

We’ll map exactly where your signal is bleeding out - and
what to change before this cycle erases you.  

About Jeff Pugel 


