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The pandemic didn’t change B2B

buying and selling, it accelerated 

existing B2B buying and selling 

trends.
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Today’s Agenda

• Key trends in B2B buying

• How to evolve seller skills 

• Where enablement leaders should start
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Today’s B2B Buyer: 

5 Key Trends
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#1 Today’s Buying Reality 

Average 

Buying Group 

Size

Information 

Sources per 

Stakeholder

Time Spent 

De-conflicting 

Information 

6-10 4.5 15%
Buyers Reporting 

High Purchase 

Difficulty 

77%

n= 1,040 B2B buyers with completed purchases
Source: Gartner B2B Buying Survey
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#2 Today’s B2B Buyers Are Uncertain

Prevalence of B2B Buyers’ Environmental Uncertaintya

19%

Low 

Uncertainty

81%

Moderate to High 

Uncertainty

B2B buyers in uncertain 

conditions say:

• My organization is paralyzed by 

uncertainty

• It’s not clear how organizational 

change will affect me/my team

• The amount of change in my 

organization is overwhelming

n = 1,049 B2B buyers
Source: 2019 Gartner B2B Buyer Survey
a Buyers with low uncertainty averaged at most 2 (“Disagree”) on the environmental uncertainty index.
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#2 Customer Uncertainty Harms Commercial 
Outcomes
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#3 Sales has Limited Access to Customer
Proportion of Time Spent on Key Buying Activities

18% 
Researching 

Independently, Offline

17% 
Meeting with 
Potential Suppliers

16% 
Other

27% 
Researching 

Independently, Online

22% 
Meeting with 

Buying Group

n = 750 B2B Buyers
Source: Gartner
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#3 Sales has Limited Access to Customer
Proportion of Time Spent on Key Buying Activities

18% 
Researching 

Independently, Offline

17% 
Meeting with 
Potential Suppliers

16% 
Other

27% 
Researching 

Independently, Online

22% 
Meeting with 

Buying Group

Meeting 
with a 
Single 
Supplier

n = 750 B2B Buyers
Source: Gartner
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#4 Customers Prefer a Rep-Free Experience
Percentage of B2B Buyers Preferring a Rep-Free Experience

n = 979 B2B customers

Source: 2021 Gartner Digital Buying Survey

Note: Percentages calculated based on number of B2B buyers who selected, “Somewhat Agree,” “Agree,” or “Strongly agree” in response 

to the statement “I prefer a rep-free sales experience.”

29%

43%

54%

0%

30%

60%

Baby Boomers Gen X Millennials

Overall 

Average = 43% 
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increase in customer 

regret among those 

preferring a rep-free 

sales experience

23%

n = 982 B2B customers

Source: 2021 Gartner Digital Buying Survey

Note: Linear regression controlled for buying group size, product vs. service, purchase type, tech supplier, 

% of remote meetings, and purchase complexity. Regret defined by the extent of agreement/disagreement 

with the statement, “The offering we purchased is failing to meet our expectations.”

#4 Customers Prefer a Rep-Free Experience
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#5 Many Buyers Will Remain Remote (aka Virtual)
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Polling Question 1 of 1

Which of these trends have impacted your 

sales organization the most? 

A. Buyer access challenge – unable to connect 
with buyers 

B. Buying complexities – leading to longer or 
incomplete sales cycles  

C. Buyers’ digital preferences – unable to keep 
buyers engaged 

How to participate in our polling

If you are in full screen mode – click Esc

The poll question is on the “Vote” tab. 

Please click the box to make your selection. 

Upon voting you will see the results.  

Thank you!

Q. Polling Question

(please choose 1 answer)

A. Answer                                                                                                 

B. Answer                                                                                                 

C. Answer                                                                                                 

D. Answer                                                                                                 

E. Answer                                                                                                 
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What do these Trends Mean for your Sellers 

1. Uncertain about their decisions

2. Unavailable and learning solo

3. Uninterested in engaging sellers

4. Buying Virtual 

5. Lack confidence  

Today’s Buyers….

1. How do we help buyers feel 
confident?

2. How do we bring buying groups 
together virtually?

3. How do we meet customers where 
they are digitally?

Questions Enablement Leaders 

Should ask…
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How to Evolve Seller 

Skills to connect with 

Today’s Buyers 
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Two Key to Unlock This Transformation 

Organizational Capability

• Mapping the Customer Buying Journey

• Identify Consensus Challenges 

• Tools to better Enable Buyers 

Seller Competencies

• Revisit current competencies

• Align skills to today’s buying realities

• Assess seller skills and gaps 

• Equip managers to coach and reinforce these 
skills
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Focused on Differentiated Competencies 
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Two Competencies to Stand-Out

VIRTUAL 

CUSTOMER 

ENGAGMENT 

SENSE 

MAKING 

• Increase access to buyers by 

meeting them where they are 

digitally 

• Decrease buyer dysfunction 

by helping them gain 

decision confidence
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Virtual Customer 

Engagement 
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Tech Savvy 
Sellers
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Tech Savvy 
Sellers
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CSOs Need to Shift to Human AND Digital 
Evolution of the Customer Buying Experience

Illustrative

Source: Gartner

Existing State:

Serial Customer Engagements

Desired State:

Integrated Customer Engagements

Human

Digital

Digital and human channels jointly 

engage customers.

Digital Human

Digital and human channels separately 

engage customers. 
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Enabling Digital and Human through Virtual Customer Engagement

Activity Short-Term Actions Long-Term Actions 

MANAGING CONTENT 

Share High Quality Enablement Tools

• Ensure they align to key customer jobs to help customer 

stakeholders' social ideas and drive action when seller is not 

present 

Reconcile Conflicting information 

• Create and continually update a repository of information 

resources customers are likely to review and help customers 

reconcile contradictory content. 

SHARING CONTENT 

Create Custom-Made Videos

• Record and share with customers short videos of seller 

presentation voiceovers and customer testimonials. 

Centralize Follow-Up Materials Online 

• Using a secure webpage or a cloud file storage solution, 

centralize follow-up materials to make them easy for 

customers to 

ONGOING 

COLLABORATION

Create an Online Messaging Space 

• (e.g., Microsoft Teams or Slack channel) where customers 

and sellers can connect to share short and quick updates

• Help address issues that do not require detailed emails or a 

virtual meeting.

Ensure Multichannel Alignment: 

• Regularly track customer interactions to ensure alignment 

between virtual and digital channels

• Ask questions to determine customer perceptions of 

experience consistency as leading indicators of deal 

challenges.
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Virtual Customer Engagement Competency Grid

Competency Category Skill Description Demonstrates Familiarity Demonstrates Proficiency Demonstrates Mastery
V
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a
l 
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e
r 

E
n

g
a

g
e

m
e

n
t

Asynchronous Customer 

Engagement

Tailors Content Sharing to Virtual 

Environment

Creates and curates' content that is 

easy to follow, find and review for the 

customer.

• Ensures the content is easy to follow 

and is tied to the previous or upcoming 

customer conversations.

• Shares high-quality digital content 

aligned to key customer jobs during a 

purchase process (e.g., buyer 

enablement) for customers’ 

asynchronous learning.

• Creates and continually updates a 

repository of information resources that 

customers can easily find and review 

on their own.

Synchronous Customer 

Engagement

Prepares for Virtual Meetings

Adapts pre-call planning preparation to 

the virtual environment.

• Develops a pre-call plan (PAO) to 

establish expectations for the: 

Purpose; Agenda; Outcome.

• Schedules a call planning session 

with other participants to coordinate 

their participation in the call.

• Limits the number of call participants 

and tightly defines their  roles to avoid 

coordination challenges in a virtual 

setting.

• Thoughtfully creates and shares 

shorter, bite-sized content in 

appropriate formats for 30-,45- or 60-

minute virtual meetings to ensure 

comprehension and respect time 

commitments.

• Prepares through role-plays with 

select interactions with other meeting 

participants to anticipate and strategize 

for likely roadblocks.

• For virtual meetings, prioritizes 

information that is critical to provide 

buying help and requires stakeholder 

inputs and/or approval to move 

conversations forward.

Ensures Virtual Stakeholder 

Engagement

Identifies critical stakeholders to drive 

purposeful and planned involvement 

over virtual meetings.

• Highlights the intent/ purpose of the 

meeting with customers in advance of 

the call to target appropriate 

stakeholders.

• Confirms participation by senior 

stakeholders who may delegate virtual 

calls to junior contacts.

• Prepares talking points and plan of 

action to invite inputs from 

stakeholders other than primary 

contact or decision makers.

• Proactively seeks information about 

and introduction to additional 

stakeholders who should be involved.

• Uses pauses and tone variations to 

gather feedback and ensure customer 

comprehension, to make the 

conversations engaging.

• Works with manager and peers to 

hypothesize potential conclusions and 

questions customers might bring to the 

meeting. 

• Prepares a conversation path to 

provide context for questions and help 

the meeting attendees arrive at a 

shared understanding.

• Maps each stakeholder’s role and 

level of influence in the buying group, 

to decide whether or not they need to 

be present.
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Deconstructing Virtual Customer Engagement 
Competency Grid

Skill Definition 
Demonstrates 

Familiarity

Demonstrates 

Proficiency
Demonstrates Mastery Ineffective Behavior

Tailors Content Sharing to 

Virtual Environment

Creates and curates' 

content that is easy to 

follow, find and review 

for the customer.

Ensures the content is 

easy to follow and is 

tied to the previous or 

upcoming customer 

conversations.

Shares high-quality 

digital content aligned 

to key customer jobs 

during a purchase 

process for customers’ 

asynchronous learning.

Creates and continually 

updates a repository of 

information resources 

that customers can 

easily find and review 

on their own.

Shares the entire 

content together, 

without tying it to the 

customer buying stage.

Skills
A competency subset 

focusing on learned 

capabilities that 

demonstrate command of a 

certain competency.

Proficiency levels
Specific behaviors that indicate vary degrees 

of mastery for each skill. 
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Skill to Coach Coaching Questions 

Planning and Preparing 

• What is your agenda and what outcome are you driving towards?

• What content have you prepared and how are you ensuring that

it is consumable?

Tools to Better Enable 

Buyers 

• What do we know about this customer’s mindset and behaviors thus far in 

the buying journey?

• How will the buyer be able to interact with the tool?

• How will the tool help the buyer validate their understanding of the business 

problem?

• How will the tool help buyer build consensus within the buying group?

Tool for Enabling Virtual Customer Engagement
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Sense Making
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Sense Makers Inspire Confidence

Giver

•Believes comprehensive 

information is generally better

•Promptly responds to customer 

requests for information

Teller

•Shares his/her own perspective 

with buyers

•Bases information on extensive 

personal experience and 

knowledge

Sense Maker

•Guides customer to evidence

•Prioritizes simplicity over 

comprehensive detail

n = 1,174 B2B Buyers
Source: 2019 Gartner Buyer Survey 

I can get you a lot 

more information 

on that.

Let me tell you 

what you need 

to know.

There is a lot of 

information 

— let me help you 

make sense of it.
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80% of customers who 

identified Sense Making 

behaviors made a high 

quality, low regret deal.

n = 1,174 B2B Buyers
Source: 2019 Gartner Buyer Survey

a High Quality Sale is defined as the customer 1) did not settle for less ambitious solution, or 2) purchased a premium offering relative to the base offering.

b Regret is defined as: “The offering we ultimately purchased is failing (or failed) to meet our expectations.”

30%

50%

80%

Percentage of Sellers Closing a
High Quality, Low Regret Deal

Giving Telling Sense Making
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Sense Making Competency 1

n = 913 B2B Sellers; 1,174 B2B Buyers
Source: Gartner Deal Performance Diagnostic; 2019 Gartner Buyer Survey

Connect

• Curates information 

• Provide information 

critical to buying job 

completion 

Diagnose

• Diagnose customers’ 

information needs

• Provide relevant tools 

and sources of 

information

Collaborate

• Help customers 

evaluate information 

quality

• Enable customers to 

reach their own 

decision

Clarify

• Reduce complexity of 

information 

environment

• Filter information 

for customers
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Sense Making Competency 2

n = 913 B2B Sellers; 1,174 B2B Buyers
Source: Gartner Deal Performance Diagnostic; 2019 Gartner Buyer Survey

Connect

• Curates information 

• Provide information 

critical to buying job 

completion 

Diagnose

• Diagnose customers’ 

information needs

• Provide relevant tools 

and sources of 

information

Collaborate

• Help customers 

evaluate information 

quality

• Enable customers to 

reach their own 

decision

Clarify

• Reduce complexity of 

information 

environment

• Filter information 

for customers
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Sense Making Competency 3

n = 913 B2B Sellers; 1,174 B2B Buyers
Source: Gartner Deal Performance Diagnostic; 2019 Gartner Buyer Survey

Connect

• Curates information 

• Provide information 

critical to buying job 

completion 

Diagnose

• Diagnose customers’ 

information needs

• Provide relevant tools 

and sources of 

information

Collaborate

• Help customers 

evaluate information 

quality

• Enable customers to 

reach their own 

decision

Clarify

• Reduce complexity of 

information 

environment

• Filter information 

for customers
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Sense Making Competency 4

n = 913 B2B Sellers; 1,174 B2B Buyers
Source: Gartner Deal Performance Diagnostic; 2019 Gartner Buyer Survey

Connect

• Curates information 

• Provide information 

critical to buying job 

completion 

Diagnose

• Diagnose customers’ 

information needs

• Provide relevant tools 

and sources of 

information

Collaborate

• Help customers 

evaluate information 

quality

• Enable customers to 

reach their own 

decision

Clarify

• Reduce complexity of 

information 

environment

• Filter information 

for customers
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Sense Making Competency 1

n = 913 B2B Sellers; 1,174 B2B Buyers
Source: Gartner Deal Performance Diagnostic; 2019 Gartner Buyer Survey

Connect

• Curates information 

• Provide information 

critical to buying job 

completion 

Diagnose

• Diagnose customers’ 

information needs

• Provide relevant tools 

and sources of 

information

Collaborate

• Help customers 

evaluate information 

quality

• Enable customers to 

reach their own 

decision

Clarify

• Reduce complexity of 

information 

environment

• Filter information 

for customers
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Sense Making Competency Grid
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Deconstructing Sense Making Competency Grid

Skill Definition 
Demonstrates 

Familiarity

Demonstrates 

Proficiency
Demonstrates Mastery Ineffective Behavior

Identifies Customer 

Information Needs

Anticipates customer’s 

info challenges and 

determines best support

Ensures the content is 

easy to follow and is tied 

to the previous or 

upcoming customer 

conversations.

Shares high-quality 

digital content aligned to 

key customer jobs during 

a purchase process for 

customers’ 

asynchronous learning.

Creates and continually 

updates a repository of 

information resources 

that customers can 

easily find and review on 

their own.

Shares the entire content 

together, without tying it 

to the customer buying 

stage.

Determines Customer 

Buying Job

Identifies customer’s 

buying job help needed 

to complete

• Steers conversation to 

information-challenges 

through use of diagnosis 

questions. 

• Recognizes “tells” that 

indicate an underlying 

information challenge.

• Pressure tests 

customer’s evaluation of 

their information 

challenges. 

• Anticipates and 

proactively brings up 

customer information 

challenges.

• Identifies opportunities 

for teaching about 

information the customer 

may have missed or 

overlooked. 

• Steers conversation 

towards product or 

solution- oriented 

discussion, leaving 

information challenges 

undiagnosed.

• Raises information 

challenges that the seller 

cannot solve. 

Key Skills for Sense Making “Diagnosis”

D
ia

g
n
o
s
e
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Tools to Enable Sense Making
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Where Enablement 

Leaders Should Start
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Create a Feedback Loop

Define and 
Develop 

Competencies

Assess Skills and 
Regress Against 

Performance
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Diagnose and Assess Seller Skills 
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Key Takeaways

• Evolve seller skills to meet today’s buyer.                                         
The “Un” Customer is uncertain, unavailable and uninterested.

• Invest in competencies that will differentiate your sales team.       
Using digital and human jointly to engage customers.  

• Revisit competencies, define skills and proficiency levels.                                                                  
Align training, coaching and certification frameworks. 

• Assess seller skills against core competencies.                              
Use Gartner party diagnostics and build scorecards.  
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Ask your questions

Send Question

Type your question here…
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Gartner for Sales on Social 
Media

Get daily updates and 

insights to help you lead a 

faster, better, smarter sales 

organization. 

Follow us on

https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/gartner-for-supply-chain/
https://twitter.com/Gartner_Sales?utm_source=brighttalk&utm_medium=in-webinar&utm_campaign=RM_GB_2021_WB21_NPP_WB1_SALES-TWITTER-PROMO&utm_term=wb&utm_content=tw-gartner-sales
https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/gartner-for-sales/?utm_source=brighttalk&utm_medium=in-webinar&utm_campaign=RM_GB_2021_WB21_NPP_WB1_SALES-LINKEDIN-PROMO&utm_term=wb&utm_content=linkedin
https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/gartner-for-sales/
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Gartner delivers actionable, objective 

insight to executives and their teams.

Our expert guidance and tools enable 

faster, smarter decisions and stronger 

performance on an organization’s 

most critical priorities.

Learn More

https://www.gartner.com/en/become-a-client?bacCtaId=bacTopNavCtaBecomeAClient&utm_campaign=RM_GB_2021_SLSL_NPP_WB1_BACWEBINARPROMO
https://www.gartner.com/en/become-a-client?bacCtaId=bacTopNavCtaBecomeAClient&utm_campaign=RM_GB_2021_SLSL_NPP_WB1_BACWEBINARPROMO


47 © 2021 Gartner, Inc. and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

RESTRICTED DISTRIBUTION

Get more Gartner insights
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