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The Forecast 

Lie Playbook 

A practical toolkit for building a sales forecast you’d bet your own money on — 
honest, evidence-based and defensible to a board. 

Who this is for 
Sales leaders, business owners and anyone who has to stand behind a number. Standalone — no prior 
listening required. A companion to The Mastery Podcast, Episode 15, and an extension of the Sales Geek 
Leadership & Management programme. 

93% 
of sales teams miss their forecast by double digits. This playbook is about joining the 7% who 
don’t
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S TA R T  H E R E  
Why honesty beats accuracy theatre 

A sales forecast is not a prediction in most companies. It is a presentation. A rep picks a 
percentage that feels about right; a manager nudges the total against target; by the time it 
reaches the board it has been massaged by several people who all had a reason to move the 
number — and none of those reasons was accuracy. 

That is why only about 7% of sales teams forecast within 90% accuracy, and why nearly half of 
all deals miss their forecast by more than half. The problem is rarely the spreadsheet. It is that 
the forecast is doing three jobs at once — predicting, managing the boss, and protecting the 
quarter — and lying about all three. 

This playbook fixes that with one shift: stop forecasting on how the rep feels, and start 
forecasting on what the buyer has actually done. The tools that follow help you diagnose the 
lies, rebuild your categories on evidence, and run a weekly discipline that keeps the number 
honest. 

A forecast is just a promise. This playbook is about making one 
you can keep.
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T O O L  0 1  ·  D I A G N O S I S  
The Three Lies 

Every dishonest forecast is telling one of three lies. Name which one you’re hearing and you 
know exactly where to push. 

All three lies die under the same light: evidence of what the buyer has actually done. Optimism 
can’t survive it, inertia falls down the ladder on its own, and politics has nothing left to negotiate. 

The lie What it sounds like The fix

Optimism “They seemed really keen — I’d call it 
80%.” Hope wearing a percentage.

Demand buyer evidence, not rep 
feeling. ‘Seemed keen’ is not 80%.

Inertia “It’s still live, just gone a bit quiet.” A 
stalled deal keeping its close date.

No recent buyer action = drop it down 
the ladder. Don’t carry the dead.

Politics A number low-balled to beat, or inflated 
to please the boss this week.

Remove the negotiation. The buyer’s 
actions set the category, not the target.
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T O O L  0 2  ·  D I A G N O S T I C  
The Forecast Honesty Self-Audit 

Score each statement from 1 (never true) to 5 (always true). Total out of 50. The gaps are where 
your forecast is lying to you. 

H O W  T O  R E A D  Y O U R  S C O R E  

Statement 1–5

1.  We can state our forecast accuracy as a number, and we track it every period.

2.  A deal’s forecast category is set by what the buyer has done, not by how the rep 
feels.

3.  We lock a forecast snapshot at the start of the period and measure actuals against 
it.

4.  Reps can name, for each Commit deal, the specific buyer action that earned it.

5.  Stalled deals (no movement, no recent buyer action) are removed from the forecast.

6.  We separate ‘Commit’ from ‘Best Case’ with a clear, evidence-based line — not a 
gut percentage.

7.  We are comfortable with the forecast shrinking when we inspect it honestly.

8.  Managers do not nudge the number up or down to match target before submitting it.

9.  We can tell whether our team is sandbagging or suffering from happy ears.

10.  Our last three forecasts were within 10% of actuals.

40–50 Evidence-led. Your forecast is a ledger, not a story. Protect the 
discipline — it decays fast.

28–39 Honest instincts, soft edges. Tighten the Commit line and run the 
£100 Test weekly.

Below 28 Forecast theatre. You’re presenting a number, not predicting one. 
Start with The Three Lies.
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T O O L  0 3  ·  F R A M E W O R K  C A R D  
The Commitment Ladder 

A deal earns its category by what the buyer has done — never by what the rep feels. Use the 
evidence bar to place every deal, and make a rep say out loud which proof applies. 

T W O  E X C E P T I O N  C AT E G O R I E S  —  B Y  M A N A G E M E N T  D I S C I P L I N E ,  N O T  B U Y E R  
E V I D E N C E  
Two cases sit alongside the three rungs. They keep the forecast honest and stop a single deal 
distorting the velocity metrics from Playbook No. 14. 

T H E  E X C E P T I O N  R U L E S  
Omit has a hard 60-day cap. A deal may be omitted for a maximum of 60 days. Past that it is no 
longer a special case but an avoided decision — and it goes out under the sales-discipline 
criteria from Episode 13. 
Bluebird is a management exception. Only a manager can flag a bluebird, and only for a 
genuine outlier. It protects the integrity of your average deal value, win rate and velocity — the 
numbers you actually steer by — without hiding the opportunity from view. 

T H E  O N E  R U L E  
If a rep cannot name the buyer action that earns a category, the deal drops a rung. No 
argument, no negotiation. ‘They seemed positive’ is not evidence. ‘Contract is with their legal 
team, signing date the 14th’ is. 

Rung Evidence bar — the buyer has… In the number?

COMMIT Agreed terms, engaged procurement, or signed a 
mutual plan to close by a named date. Full value

BEST CASE Shown evidenced momentum with one named gap 
(budget unconfirmed, one decision-maker outstanding). Upside only

PIPELINE Qualified the opportunity, but taken no committing action 
yet. £0

Category When to use it Effect

OMIT 
A live deal with a specific issue or special circumstance 
to investigate — a contractual query, a change on the 
buyer’s side, a one-off complication — with a clear 
action to resolve it.

Paused: out of the 
forecast and out of 
velocity while you 

investigate

BLUEBIRD An outlier that would skew the averages — e.g. a £500k 
opportunity in a £50k-average year. By management 
exception only, never the rep’s call alone.

Stays visible and can 
sit in the forecast; held 

out of the velocity 
metrics

Feelings go up and down. Evidence doesn’t.
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T O O L  0 4  ·  W E E K LY  D I S C I P L I N E  
The £100 Test 

One question keeps the Commitment Ladder honest week to week. Run it on every deal a rep 
places in Commit. 

R U N  I T  L I K E  T H I S  
1.  Lock your forecast snapshot at the start of the period — you can only measure honesty 

against a baseline. 
2.  Walk every Commit deal. Rep states the buyer action, then answers the bet. 
3.  Hesitation, vague answers, or ‘they seemed keen’ — drop the deal to Best Case on the 

spot. 
4.  Walk Best Case deals. For each, name the single gap and the action that would close it. 
5.  Review Omit deals: is the investigating action progressing, and is any deal past its 60-day 

cap? If so, resolve it under the Episode 13 discipline — in or out. 
6.  At period end, compare actuals to the locked snapshot. Track the gap as your forecast 

accuracy. 
7.  Check the direction of your error: consistently high means happy ears; consistently low 

means sandbagging. 

Three steps — run on every Commit deal 
1.  ASK  “What has the buyer done to earn this category?” Buyer action, not rep opinion. No 
action named = not Commit. 
2.  BET  “Would you put £100 of your own money on this closing this period?” The hesitation is the 
forecast telling the truth. 
3.  MOVE  No evidence or no bet, the deal drops a rung — in the room, now, not at quarter-end 
when it’s too late.
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T O O L  0 5  ·  R E A D Y- T O - U S E  
Templates 

A  ·  C O M M I T- D E A L  E V I D E N C E  S C O R E C A R D  
Before a deal goes into Commit, it should clear most of these. Tick the buyer actions you can 
prove. 

B  ·  D E A L - I N S P E C T I O N  Q U E S T I O N S  
Ask these in a forecast review to move from opinion to evidence: 

1.  What has the buyer done since we last spoke — not said, done? 
2.  Who, by name, has to approve this, and have we met them? 
3.  What is the buyer’s own deadline, and what happens to them if they miss it? 
4.  If this slipped a quarter, would the buyer actually mind? If not, why is it Commit? 
5.  Would you bet £100 of your own money on it closing this period? 

C  ·  F O R E C A S T  R E V I E W  A G E N D A  ( 2 0  M I N S )  

Buyer action (evidence) Proven?

The buyer has verbally or in writing agreed to proceed.

We have a named decision-maker who has personally confirmed intent.

Procurement, legal or finance has been engaged on their side.

There is a mutual close plan with dates the buyer has agreed.

Budget is confirmed, not assumed.

We have no open objection that could still kill the deal.

Time Focus

0–2 Accuracy check. How did last period’s forecast compare to actuals, and which way did 
we err?

2–10 Commit deals. £100 Test on each. Anything without evidence drops to Best Case.

10–15 Best Case deals. Name the one gap and the action to close it for each.

15–20 Roll up the honest number. Lock the snapshot. No nudging to target.
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T O O L  0 6  ·  R E F E R E N C E  
Forecast bias — read the direction of your error 

Accuracy tells you how wrong you are. Bias tells you why. Track the direction over several 
periods, not just the size. 

G L O S S A R Y  
Forecast accuracy  —  How close the forecast came to actuals, as a percentage. Only ~7% of 
teams hit 90%+. 
Forecast bias  —  The direction of the error — systematically high (happy ears) or low 
(sandbagging). 
Happy ears  —  Optimism bias: forecasting what you hope a buyer will do rather than what they 
have done. 
Sandbagging  —  Deliberately under-calling the forecast so it’s easy to beat. 
Commit  —  The top rung — a deal backed by buyer evidence you’d stake your own money on. 
Omit  —  A live deal temporarily pulled from the forecast (and from velocity) while a specific issue is 
investigated. Hard cap of 60 days, then Episode 13 discipline applies. 
Bluebird  —  A genuine outlier (e.g. a deal 10x your average) flagged by management exception. 
Stays visible and can sit in the forecast, but is held out of the velocity metrics so it doesn’t skew the 
averages. 
Snapshot lockdown  —  Fixing the forecast at the start of a period so you can measure accuracy 
against it. 

This playbook is part of the Sales Geek Mastery series and extends the Sales Geek Leadership 
& Management programme. Use it in your own forecast reviews, or share it with your team and 
clients.

Pattern What it means What to do

Consistently high Happy ears — optimism baked in. 
Reps forecast hope.

Raise the Commit evidence bar. Run 
the £100 Test harder.

Consistently low Sandbagging — reps under-call to 
beat the number.

Reward accuracy, not just beating 
target. Remove the incentive to hide.

Wildly swinging No discipline — the number is set 
differently each period.

Lock a snapshot, standardise 
categories, inspect weekly.

You can run a business on an uncomfortable truth. You cannot run 
one on a comfortable lie.
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