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INTRODUCTION


In early 1993, the team at Mosaic introduced the world’s first widely adopted Internet browser, and everything changed.


For the first time, the general public had direct, individual access to massive amounts of online information previously available only through professional experts. Virtually overnight, we could find things, learn things, even buy things in ways completely unimaginable only a few years earlier. It was an incredibly exciting time.


Unless, of course, you were a travel agent. Within just a few short years, the travel agent industry had virtually imploded.


It’s kind of crazy to think that not that long ago, we’d have to take a number, wait in line, and then speak with an actual human being just to access simple travel information or complete basic transactions. There was simply no other option.


Then suddenly, we had options. Faster, cheaper, better options. Why go to all the trouble of talking to a travel agent when you could hop online and book everything on your own—even late at night, in your pajamas, snacking on a huge bag of Cool Ranch Doritos? Travelers no longer needed travel agents to get information. Supported by sites like Expedia and Travelocity, they could now find a hotel, book a flight, compare prices, even view photos of possible destinations.


And travel agents weren’t alone. To one degree or another, virtually every retail sales sector has since faced similar structural decline, leaving the broader consumer sales profession virtually unrecognizable relative to the not-so-distant past.


But that’s consumer sales. Surely, the world of business-to-business sales is completely different, right? Maybe not.


B2B BUYERS’ PREFERENCE FOR A “REP-FREE” EXPERIENCE



Of all the data published in our time with the Gartner sales practice, the finding that generated the greatest attention was a pair of statistics first discovered in 2020. In a survey of nearly one thousand buyers of complex business-to-business (B2B) solutions, a concerning 43 percent reported they would prefer to make that purchase without ever speaking to a sales professional at all.1 Within just one year, that number had climbed to 75 percent.2 That’s three-quarters of B2B customers expressing a clear preference for a completely “rep-free experience” when buying even the largest, most complex, expensive solutions.


Yikes.


Clearly, customers have had it. They’re tired of putting up with the many impersonal, unhelpful sales reps who seem more interested in making their own number than helping customers make a better decision.


And yet, in an ironic twist, the research found that among those B2B buyers who do successfully complete an actual purchase decision, the buyers who prefer no rep involvement at all experience a 23 percent higher level of regret for whatever it is they ultimately choose to buy compared to those who value seller support.3


So, clearly, today’s customers are not better off going it alone. They could really use some help. Yet remember, 75 percent of customers see today’s sellers as completely unhelpful.




So, now what?


For many, these data served as a wakeup call not only for individual sellers but also for the entire sales profession. Could this be the death of sales as we know it?


Dire as the data might seem, the immediate reaction from sales leaders was strangely mixed. As we presented the findings around the world, some considered the data deeply disturbing and argued for drastic change. Others were far more ambivalent.


Although sales leaders agreed in principle to the existence of the overall trend—some even calling it self-evident—relatively few considered it relevant for their specific organization. “This might be true in general,” they’d say, “but it doesn’t really apply to us. We’re different.”


In their view, their solution was uniquely complex, requiring custom configuration or collaborative design, so it was impossible for customers to buy their solution without interacting with at least someone on their sales team. As a result, they struggled to apply the implications of the trend to their own context. After all, it didn’t reflect their everyday experience. For them, the primary takeaway was closer to “not my problem” than “this changes everything.”


And whether you’re a senior executive, a sales manager, or a frontline seller, this might be your reaction too if these numbers fail to correspond to your day-to-day lived experience.


But here’s something to consider.


To be precise, these data don’t tell us that 75 percent of B2B customers are currently buying without speaking to a sales rep. Rather, they indicate that 75 percent would if they could. In other words, the data don’t represent customer behavior, but customer preference. And that’s a distinction bearing meaningful difference. Essentially, the vast majority of B2B buyers find so little value in most sales interactions that given the chance they would prefer to eliminate those interactions altogether.




That’s a finding worthy of reflection for anyone in sales, at any level.


More than anything, this widening gap between customer reality and customer preference represents risk. Specifically, risk that the overall sales profession—or, at the very least, you/your sales team—becomes fully disintermediated as customers develop ways to interact more in line with their actual preference, ultimately shifting even relatively complex sales to digital-first channels.


Sound crazy? Honestly, we don’t have to look far to see this shift already underway. Consider, for example, the massive departure from human-led sales across virtually every consumer category over the last several decades—including travel agents. There was a time not that long ago when buying clothing, electronics, home appliances, cars and trucks, and even shoes (!) all required direct interaction with a professional salesperson. There was simply no other way. But, today, the vast majority of consumer purchases are now digital-first, if not digital-exclusive. Heck, you can even buy a car from a vending machine. A vending machine!


Why do consumers buy this way? Simple. Because they can.


If one trend has clearly emerged from years of research into sales and marketing, it is this: As goes consumer behavior, so goes business behavior. Typically, with a lag of at least five years. That leads one to naturally wonder, Which seller-led business purchases today might offer a completely rep-free alternative sometime in the near future? The answer is probably just as unimaginable for us today as online shoe shopping was twenty-five years ago. And ten years from now, it will be just as normal.


Especially with the rise of generative AI, a future of rep-free B2B buying may be far closer than most of us imagine. And as that future unfolds, the data clearly indicate that for roughly 75 percent of customers, the sooner, the better.




That is the risk.


But this book isn’t about risk. This book is about opportunity.


REINVENTING SELLING FOR TODAY’S BUYING REALITY



Counterintuitive as it may seem, today’s widening gulf between customers’ buying reality and their purchasing preference represents the single biggest opportunity for today’s sales professionals to stand out and offer far greater value in the eyes of customers.


How, exactly?


If we return to the story of the travel agents, the surprising twist isn’t the industry’s ultimate demise but its dramatic comeback. In fact, today many travel agencies are absolutely thriving. Reinvented, to be sure, but flourishing nonetheless.


And the reason why is deeply instructive.


How have some travel agents turned existential crisis into commercial opportunity? In many ways, the answer has just as much to do with buying as it does with selling.


Have you tried to plan a complex trip lately? Not just buy a flight, rent a car, or book a hotel room—but plan an entire complex trip? Maybe a multiweek group excursion, or a family trip to a destination theme park? There are hotel sites, booking sites, recommendation sites, comparison sites. There are untold experts, reviews, videos, top lists, social posts, and an endless array of online influencers. And everyone’s got an opinion! There are even “aggregator” sites, compiling all the information from all those other sites. It’s pretty overwhelming!


Many would-be travelers, exhausted from the research alone, need help. Not so much with making the purchase, but with making the decision. Where to go? Where to stay? How to get there? What to do? What to pay? It’s exhausting.




In fact, you know what would be so much easier? If you could just talk to a real human being. Some kind of expert who could guide you, step-by-step, and help you figure out exactly what to do.


That’s why travel agents have made a comeback. The good ones just make things so much easier, providing guidance and creating confidence for overwhelmed customers otherwise unable to make a decision on their own. Essentially, a good travel agent acts like a “decision coach,” walking clients through an overwhelmingly complex decision in a way that makes everything feel so much more doable. 


And that’s exactly the opportunity in front of today’s B2B sellers, because today’s business-to-business buying looks a lot like a would-be traveler struggling to plan a complex vacation.


Let’s face it. Modern B2B buying is broken. Across every major industry, geography, and go-to-market model, customer buying teams are struggling with too many people, too many options, too much information, and too little collective consensus, meaning 40 to 60 percent of deals lost today are actually lost to “no decision” at all.4 That’s roughly half of all lost deals derailed by customers’ inability to achieve any better outcome than “never mind” or “not right now.”


Over time, this gravitational pull toward the status quo inevitably infuses each subsequent purchase decision with an increasingly toxic mix of skepticism and resignation. Simply put, buyers are losing their mojo. It’s not so much that sellers are struggling to sell effectively as that B2B buyers are struggling to buy effectively—or sometimes even buy at all.


Is this, in fact, the death of sales as we know it? Or more provocative: Should this be the death of sales as we know it?


Maybe.


But we emphatically believe it doesn’t have to mean the death of sales altogether.


Instead, what if sales professionals could engage customers in a way that customers actually found profoundly valuable? A way specifically designed to help buyers navigate their own internal decision complexity, make sense of overwhelming amounts of information, align more easily on competing internal objectives, and feel more certain about complex outcomes? What if, in other words, every sales interaction was specifically designed to make customers feel more confident in their own decisions? That’s a future worthy of any profession—and arguably the most viable, profitable path forward for sales professionals looking to thrive.




It’s time for reinvention.


INTRODUCING FRAMEMAKING



At the heart and soul of this book lies a simple, powerful question: How can you become the one sales professional—the one sales team—that customers actually do want to talk to?


If the single biggest headline of B2B commerce today isn’t that sellers struggle to sell but that buyers struggle to buy—or more to the point, they struggle to decide—then the single biggest opportunity for today’s sales professionals is to provide them help. To become B2B buyers’ travel agent, as it were.


We call this approach Framemaking.i Framemaking is all about selling more by helping your customers buy better.


Framemaking is the act of making a complex task or decision feel more manageable, both by establishing clear, credible boundaries around its scope and by prompting key considerations and prioritizing best next steps that customers might otherwise easily overlook on their own.


By using Framemaking to take something hard or overwhelming and make it easier, sellers are able to boost customers’ productive progress through a purchase process, thereby dramatically increasing the likelihood of closing a deal.




Leading countless research initiatives at CEB, now Gartner, and beyond, we have spent the last two decades studying the ins and outs of B2B sales in data-driven detail. Much of the early output from that research is captured in the two bestselling books The Challenger Sale and The Challenger Customer.5 Since their publication over a decade ago, however, the world of B2B commerce has fundamentally changed. While we still stand by the core premise of Challenger—engaging customers with insights that challenge the way they think about their business—the B2B buying reality that that research was designed to address has evolved dramatically, rendering much of the Challenger work still necessary but now insufficient to overcome the challenges today’s B2B buyers face. Today’s commercial context is simply different. Indeed, given modern B2B buyers’ struggle to buy, a sales approach largely based on frame-breaking insight creates an even bigger opportunity for frame-making help at the same time. Otherwise, customers already struggling on their own are simply left with one more thing to struggle with. Based on years of primary research into B2B selling and buying, including extensive qualitative analysis along with thousands of interviews and conversations with commercial leaders, senior executives, and sales professionals, all supported by cutting-edge behavioral psychology, The Framemaking Sale provides a practical blueprint for creating sales interactions designed to help today’s buyers buy. Interactions customers will run to rather than run from.


Framemaking is a data-backed, customer-based, practical answer for engaging today’s B2B buyers in a highly differentiated, profoundly valuable way. Through a combination of powerful research, real-world stories, and practical tactics from some of the world’s best leaders and sales professionals, we’ll lay out the compelling case for creating customer confidence, examine the forces undermining that confidence today, and then detail step-by-step a completely new approach to selling, specifically designed to reestablish the value of sales interactions in today’s radically different context of buying.




As we dive into this powerful new approach to selling, we’ll start with today’s world of B2B buying, seeking to understand what it takes for customers to successfully complete larger, more complex B2B purchases in the first place. We will introduce the critical role of customers’ decision confidence, foundational not just to Framemaking selling, but, more importantly, to customers’ likelihood to complete what we call a “high-quality, low-regret purchase.” That insight provides a compelling backdrop for an introduction to the Framemaking approach, which we’ll unpack in an incredibly practical tour through the world of Framemaking selling, with a review of the four primary challenges currently undermining consumer confidence today: decision complexity, information overload, objective misalignment, and outcome uncertainty. Along the way, we’ll examine ways to establish a frame for guiding customers through each challenge, engage customers in a Framemaking conversation to boost confident action, and then help customers execute that decision far more predictably. Then, we’ll round out our tour of Framemaking with a review of some of its broader, organization-wide capabilities, spanning key design principles of Framemaking interactions as well as content strategies to guide customers to those interactions in the first place. Finally, we’ll place Framemaking into its historical context as an emerging means to maintain differentiation in an otherwise rapidly commoditizing world.


At the end of the day, the primary purpose of Framemaking is to enable more purchase decisions, not to push more solutions sales. But for all of us on the sales side, more business is the benefit. After all, both the data and practical experience tell us that if we solve for buying, we simultaneously solve for selling. Creating customer confidence is our North Star for better qualification, shorter sales cycles, and higher quality deals with less customer regret.


We started this project with a simple question: Given the dramatically different world we live in today, what would “the sales book for our time” look like?


The Framemaking Sale is that book. If you’re looking to secure your future in sales, then this is your story.


Footnote


i Framemaking is a trademark of A to B insight, LLC.
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CHAPTER 1



Solving for Customer Confidence


Have you ever tried to buy something relatively simple online, maybe a gadget for your home, or a gift for a friend? More than anything else, the promise of online shopping is its convenience. You get in, you get out, and you move on with your life. Except all too often, it doesn’t actually happen that way. Welcome to the dark side of shopping online.


It starts out easy enough—you head over to Amazon, enter a couple search terms, and boom! Results in an instant! Gratification is only minutes away! Except … no. Your search turns up 1,500 items, all with four stars or more.


OK, no problem. Maybe you start with “Amazon’s Choice” and dive in. You read over the description, check the delivery date, and you’re ready to buy. Just one last thing—might be a good idea to check out these one-star reviews. Then things start spiraling. “It arrived broken!” “It stopped working in a day!” “Doesn’t work!” “This thing’s horrible!” “Don’t buy!” Phew, looks like you dodged a bullet there. Better look for a different one. 


TWO HOURS LATER, you’re still shopping! And now you’re getting frustrated. But you’re not mad at Amazon. After all, they’re just doing what they’re designed to do—serve up lots of options. You’re actually mad at your own inability to make a decision on something so simple.


But it’s OK. Amazon’s got your back. In fact, there’s a button on Amazon that reads “Save for later.” And if you click that button, all the pain stops. Granted, you don’t get whatever you came to Amazon to buy. But you do get your life back. And you can move on, hoping to never have to go through that again.


Sound familiar? This is the world of online buying, and it happens all the time.


In fact, last time we checked, our combined families have over 590 items “saved for later” on Amazon. That’s 590 purchase journeys stalled in frustration, confusion, exhaustion, and, ultimately, resignation.


And if consumers are struggling this much to buy relatively simple products online, imagine the difficulty of B2B buyers buying much more complex solutions as part of large, diverse buying groups. In a typical B2B purchase, it’s not a single person making day-to-day decisions but a group of them, spanning a wide range of opinions, priorities, budgets, and functions. And many of us don’t have to imagine just how hard it is for that kind of buying group to make long-term, large-scale decisions on behalf of an entire company, especially these days, when some of those people have quite possibly never met in person, or even met at all.


For example, we recently spoke to the president of an enterprise software company whose team had just lost a multimillion-dollar deal because the twenty (!) members of the buying group have never made a collective decision before—and simply couldn’t figure out how.


Add to the mix a flood of information, all offering expertise, research, business cases, and “raving fan” testimonials, and it’s like making a “simple” online purchase all over again. Except now it’s complex five-, six-, and seven-figure solutions, possibly running on multiyear contracts, with all sorts of implications for both business operations and personal credibility.


It’s no wonder B2B has its own “save for later” button. It’s called “no decision.”


In fact, it’s actually kind of a wonder that B2B commerce still happens at all. After all, if we struggle to buy a pair of socks as an individual, how are we expected to buy complex solutions as an organization?


As sales professionals selling into this complex commercial context, if we want to understand how to sustain our business—let alone grow it—in the face of unrelenting uncertainty and overwhelming complexity, then it’s absolutely critical that we understand the “physics” of modern B2B buying. Specifically, we have to understand what needs to happen for today’s customers to do the nearly unimaginable—to take decisive action and make bigger, better buying decisions on purpose.


So how the heck is that supposed to happen? We can find an answer in the research.


THE HIGH-QUALITY, LOW-REGRET DEAL



Research initiatives across the sales and marketing practices at CEB and then Gartner spanned the better part of six years focused on the drivers of a high-quality, low-regret deal. A high-quality, low-regret deal is simply a complex B2B purchase where buyers report they didn’t settle for status quo or “good enough,” but bought the bigger solution, with the broader scope, usually at a higher price, often across a longer contract.


Admittedly, the term “high-quality” is supplier centric, representing the specific deals most suppliers prioritize to escape price-based commoditization in search of organic growth. Effectively, it’s the classic “solutions sale” central to much of today’s B2B business strategy, where the total value of an integrated “solution” is meant to deliver greater value than the sum of its component parts (i.e., 1 + 1 + 1 = 4). That can only happen, of course, when customers buy the broader solution in the first place.


That said, despite their potentially greater value, broader “solutions” can often trigger increased buyer regret due to purchase complexity, implementation difficulty, and increased financial commitment. So, what we really want to understand are the cases where customers buy the higher quality deal but simultaneously experience significantly lower regret—a commercial unicorn.


Identifying B2B buyers who successfully completed a high-quality, low-regret (HQLR) purchase of a complex solution revealed various deal attributes that mattered most in driving that outcome. Across years of research, this included virtually every supplier attribute imaginable: sales behaviors, marketing strategies, organizational characteristics, product performance, service delivery, content characteristics. You name it.


Over time, that effort proved incredibly revealing.


For example, a supplier’s brand typically has no direct impact on customers’ likelihood to buy an HQLR deal. Counterintuitive as it may seem, this result proved relatively stable across many different research efforts.1 This doesn’t mean a supplier’s brand doesn’t matter for commercial success, but in the world of five-to-eight-figure deals, it’s, at best, table stakes. To be sure, if a supplier has a completely unknown brand, or worse, a poorly perceived brand, it likely won’t make it into customers’ consideration set to begin with. But once on the short list of the top two or three candidates, those suppliers are all considered good enough on brand. At that point, they’re far more likely competing on some combination of price and capability to deliver on customer requirements. Brand gets you in the door, but it rarely gets you a bigger, better deal.


Alternatively, certain sales behaviors demonstrated meaningful impact on increasing the likelihood of an HQLR deal. For example, as expected, a number of dimensions associated with previous Challenger research indicated a marked increase in the probability of a HQLR deal. Of those, the seller behaviors most closely associated with teaching customers new ways to make money, save money, or mitigate risk that they themselves had yet to discover on their own—providing “frame-breaking” insight—had the greatest impact.


But across multiple surveys of thousands of B2B buyers, the single biggest driver of an HQLR deal, by far, turns out not to be any set of supplier attributes at all, but rather a very specific collection of customer attributes.


To understand our most meaningful opportunity to drive bigger, better deals, in other words, we need to shift our perspective from selling to buying.


Because the data clearly indicate, that’s where good deals go to die.


THE CRITICAL ROLE OF CUSTOMER CONFIDENCE



Practically speaking, the actual outcome we’re all seeking to achieve isn’t so much a high-quality, low-regret sale as a high-quality, low-regret purchase. After all, suppliers sell something only when customers actually buy something.


Self-evident as that shift may seem, it matters greatly as it dramatically expands the variables possibly impacting a successful sale well beyond supplier-centric considerations like seller skills and content strategies. In fact, when we apply that broader lens across thousands of B2B buyers spanning a wide range of industries and geographies, all engaged in some kind of complex purchase, we find something remarkable:


B2B buyers reporting a high degree of decision confidence were over ten times (!) more likely to make a high-quality, low-regret purchase than customers exhibiting average confidence.2


Nothing else in the research was even close. That’s not a 100 percent increase, but a nearly 1,000 percent increase. The impact is a full order of magnitude greater than anything else we’ve ever studied. Bottom line: Customer confidence matters. A lot. It is the single biggest driver of an HQLR deal we’ve ever seen, by far. As such, it represents the single best bet for driving organic growth—through both new-customer acquisition and existing-customer expansion.


Arguably, this one, simple finding dramatically changes the way sales professionals, sales leaders, and B2B executives need to think about sales. Simply put, absolutely everything we do as suppliers—sales tactics, content strategies, digital engagement, expert advice, you name it—and every dimension of the customer experience should be purposefully designed to help customers feel more confident in the decisions they’re making on behalf of their company.


Now, that conclusion may seem somewhat self-evident on the face of it. But how many of us could claim an organization-wide sharp focus on customer confidence right now? To be sure, we might agree with the importance of customer confidence conceptually, but how many of us are systematically solving for confidence across every customer interaction along the entire end-to-end customer experience (from demand gen to customer acquisition, to retention, through success, and on to customer expansion)?


To be fair, it’s hard to know without a more practical understanding of customer confidence, so let’s go there next.


THE MANY RELATED FLAVORS OF CUSTOMER CONFIDENCE



If customers’ confidence matters above all else in driving growth, the natural question becomes, confidence in what, exactly?


Customers’ decision confidence captures the aggregate impact of attributes, such as:




As a customer buying group, how confident are we that we:







	Asked the right questions?


	Conducted sufficient research?


	Thoroughly explored alternatives?


	Reached consensus on the most pressing problem?


	Reached consensus on the best possible solution?


	Can effectively implement the chosen solution?


	Will receive adequate value for our investment?


	Will have made the best choice on behalf of our company?





This is a list you’ll want to flag. Think of this list as a customer confidence checklist.


As such, these eight attributes represent a powerful, tactical framework for opportunity qualification and deal reviews. In fact, we often suggest sellers use this list in pipeline meetings or line-by-lines as a means not only of reinforcing a customer-centric perspective but also of ensuring that this customer-first perspective centers on the attributes most important for deal success, statistically speaking.


Practically speaking, one might, of course, remove or add similar sentiments, but these eight capture not only the diverse flavors of customer confidence but also the manifold dimensions across which customer confidence may fall short more generally. After all, B2B buying is fraught with potential for doubt across every step of the buying journey.


In fact, if you consider your own experience as a buyer, either personally or professionally, some version of this very list will likely feel quite familiar. Take the first attribute on the list—for example, “In pursuing this purchase (or solution, or course of action), how confident are we that we’ve actually asked the right questions to begin with?” After all, a complex B2B purchase spans multiple parts of the customer organization, and it’s both understandable and absolutely necessary that the team making that decision identify and address questions pertinent to all parties. But which questions, exactly? How many? And across which categories? There are business needs, current capabilities, target performance, potential value, user experience, ease of integration, switching costs, emerging technologies, generative AI, data security, environmental impact, financial impact, brand impact, productivity impact, employee engagement, operational efficiency, and on, and on. Really, there’s no end to the questions that matter. And in the face of both high decision complexity and rapidly evolving technology, that list of important questions easily expands faster than it contracts, especially if one is making that decision for the first time, or the first time in a long time.


Likewise, consider the second dimension of that checklist of customer confidence. It’s equally hard for customers to feel confident that they “have conducted sufficient research” when the world is awash in massive amounts of content—white papers, infographics, videos, websites, slide decks, review sites, customer communities, even TikToks. Information is endless. And for many, the inclination to keep “researching” is harder to overcome for a B2B buyer than it is for a consumer buying something simple from Amazon. Not because we’re “B2B buyers,” but because we’re human beings. And in today’s digital world, there’s nothing more human than consuming ever more content.


In fact, as you work your way down that list you’ll find this same, familiar potential for a high degree of doubt embedded within every dimension of customer confidence. Naturally some customers, in some contexts, won’t struggle at all across some dimensions (e.g., repeat purchases, transactional purchases). But the potential is always there.


So, if we step back and take it all in at once, this composite characterization of customer confidence—along with its massive impact on commercial outcomes—reveals something critically important about B2B business today. No question, there’s the headline conclusion: customer confidence really matters for deal success.


But this deeper dive into the specific attributes composing customer confidence actually upends decades of conventional wisdom regarding B2B customer engagement and overall go-to-market strategy in two critically important ways.


B2B Buying Is Based on Feeling, Not Knowing 


There’s an old saying in retail sales that consumers “buy emotionally and justify rationally.”


In business-to-business, however, we have long relied on the exact opposite notion, building large, complex, data-driven business cases to demonstrate an objectively higher “return on investment,” “lifetime value,” “rate of return,” or lower “total cost of ownership.” After all, while it may be true that humans act on equal parts emotion and reason, companies, on the other hand, function in an objective, rational fashion designed very specifically to maximize shareholder value. In business, it’s all about the numbers.


Except it isn’t. At the end of the day, the people making those business decisions aren’t machines (at least, not yet), they’re human beings, acting on behalf of the business. And as individual human beings held personally accountable for collective business performance, our research reveals that individuals’ emotions play an outsized role in B2B buying. In fact, CEB partnering with Google and Motista found that the emotional connections B2B buyers establish to certain suppliers are actually stronger than those consumers develop with even the most iconic of brands.3 After all, the stakes in B2B are far higher as bad business decisions prove costly not only to the companies pursuing them but to the employees making them (not to mention their colleagues as well).


Bottom line: B2B buying is fraught with emotion.


But which emotions, exactly?


There’s the old FUD factor—fear, uncertainty, and doubt. But causing more fear, less certainty, and increased doubt among potential buyers can cut both ways. If I’m afraid, uncertain, and doubtful of the status quo, I’m undoubtedly more likely to pursue change. But if I’m afraid, uncertain, and doubtful of change, I’m far more likely to embrace the status quo. In neither case, however, am I necessarily likely to opt for anything bigger or broader than the most minimally viable course of action. After all, if I’m motivated to change by FUD, I’m typically changing because I have to, not because I want to. And as a result, my main objective is to minimize downside risk rather than maximize upside potential. It’s all about playing it safe.


Instead, for customers to embrace a bigger, broader purchase, their orientation needs to be closer to “what’s possible?” than “what’s preventable?” And that kind of mindset comes from customers’ confidence, for example, that they asked the right questions.


But that naturally raises a practical question: Exactly which questions are the right questions? What exactly does “right” even mean? And what happens if I think these are the right questions, but you think those are the right questions? After all, the right questions for the chief marketing officer (CMO) will almost certainly be different from the right questions for the plant manager, or the head of finance or IT. So, how in the world can we be confident that we’ve asked the right questions, when it’s not even clear what “right” actually means? 


The simple answer is, we can’t. Ultimately, there is no objective truth on which questions are the right ones. In the context of a B2B purchase, at least, “right” has only relative meaning, not absolute. So it’s critically important that the buying group feel pretty sure that the questions they’ve asked will prove to be “sufficiently right” to meet their current need.


Similarly, exactly how much research is sufficient? Is “sufficient” measured in time? Maybe weeks or months? Or maybe it’s measured in terms of volume of content consumed? Maybe fifteen websites? Fifty? How many white papers, videos, demos, or sales conversations constitute “sufficient”? In a reference to the timeless classic mockumentary Spinal Tap, one senior executive reported their research “goes to eleven.” But even so, if whatever decision we make based on that research ultimately goes south, then it won’t matter whether our perceived efforts were deemed sufficient or not. The natural conclusion will be that we missed something important. Clearly, our research needed to be sufficient-er.


Interestingly, we find this same phenomenon across every dimension of confidence. Did we “thoroughly” explore alternatives? Agree on the “most pressing” problem? Identify the “best possible” solution? Assess our ability to “effectively” implement the solution? Ultimately realize “adequate” value? And make the “best” choice? Not a single one of the words in quotes offers an objective finish line.


Think about that for a moment. In aggregate, these various dimensions of confidence represent the biggest statistical driver of sales success by far, and yet none of them can be “known” to be true because none of them is objectively knowable.


When it comes down to it, high-quality, low-regret B2B buying decisions aren’t based on what customers know but what they feel. Specifically, they feel confident that they’ve done “enough.” They asked the “right” questions, conducted “sufficient” research, and so on down the list.


So how does this conclusion upend decades of conventional sales wisdom? Because right now, most of us are trying to win deals with an appeal to logic rather than emotion—typically, through an alphabet soup of math: ROI, TCO, LVA, IRR, NPV … And only when that math comes up short do we resort to emotion. But when we appeal to emotion, we’re generally trained to stoke fear and deepen doubt.


But decision confidence, the single biggest driver of an HQLR deal, stems from neither logic nor fear. To be sure, the math really matters. But it matters in context—specifically, within the context of customers’ confidence around what they’re trying to do—or more accurately, what they’re trying to decide. After all, if all that math simply raises more questions than it answers, or makes customers feel the need for ever more research, then it’s actually reduced customer confidence, not increased it.


Customer confidence is the indisputable engine driving B2B commerce. Everything suppliers do to sell into today’s commercial environment should be purpose-built to fuel that engine at scale.


Customer Confidence Is Supplier Agnostic 


The second way decision confidence upends traditional views on customer engagement centers on the key question, “Customer confidence in what?”


It’s no secret that suppliers invest mountains of money into boosting customers’ confidence in their product, their brand, their service, and their people, all in an effort to become a “leading brand,” a “thought leader,” and a “trusted advisor.” That’s what all that math is for as well: “Look at the incredible value of our solution!”


Indeed, supplier claims designed to earn customers’ confidence and trust are so common they’ve become cliché. What company doesn’t describe themselves like this:




	“Where companies turn for a partner they trust”



	“Trusted by 85 percent of the Fortune 500”



	“The number one choice of leading companies like [place logos here]”



	“Delivering cutting-edge solutions for customers’ most mission-critical priorities”



	“The industry leader”



	“The top provider”






Every one of these statements—and literally hundreds more just like them—is built to bolster customers’ confidence in a supplier’s ability to deliver value. So it would be natural to conclude that customer confidence is well-trodden territory for most B2B suppliers. 


But it actually isn’t. At least, not the kind of customer confidence that matters. If we return to the dimensions of customer confidence that matter most, notice none of them has anything to do with a supplier at all.




	How confident are we that we asked the right questions?



	How confident are we that we conducted sufficient research?



	How confident are we that we thoroughly explored alternatives?



	How confident are we that we reached consensus on the most pressing problem?



	How confident are we that we reached consensus on the best possible solution?



	How confident are we that we can effectively implement the chosen solution?



	How confident are we that we will receive adequate value for our investment?



	How confident are we that we will have made the best choice on behalf of our company?






See the pattern? It’s actually hidden in plain sight. Every expression of customer confidence captures customers’ perceptions not of suppliers but of themselves. Decision confidence, in other words, isn’t just customer centric, it’s supplier agnostic.


Ironically, while we spend the vast majority of our time in sales focused on customers’ supplier perceptions, our customers are far more concerned with their self-perception. They’re less worried that a supplier will fall short and more worried that their decision will fall short. After all, they’re the ones on the hook for that decision. Yet, the entire infrastructure of B2B sales—all the content, process, training, coaching, annual “initiatives,” you name it—is designed to encourage customers to think a specific way about the supplier: who we are, what we do, how we help, and how we’re different.


Meanwhile, the single biggest obstacle standing in the way of customers’ completion of a large-scale, high-quality, low-regret purchase isn’t customers’ confidence in supplier performance, but self-confidence in their ability to make a decision.


That’s the challenge, and the opportunity, of B2B sales today—to find ways to directly, positively, and productively impact customers’ self-perception. To help them feel more confident in their ability to navigate decisions and achieve positive outcomes along a purchase journey.


And now that we’ve identified the opportunity, the core purpose of The Framemaking Sale is to show you exactly how that’s done. Today’s B2B buyers face a deepening crisis of customer confidence, so let’s first identify why that’s happening. After all, we can’t build customer confidence unless we understand what’s reducing it in the first place.


THE CRISIS OF CUSTOMER CONFIDENCE



In the words of Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau at the 2018 World Economic Forum, “The pace of change has never been this fast, yet it will never be this slow again.”4 No question, asking customers to find common ground and take decisive action on a five-, six-, or seven-plus-figure purchase in today’s relentlessly evolving environment is asking a lot. Yet, as disruptive as this endless arc of change may be, the primary challenge facing today’s B2B buyers is, in reality, both considerably more prosaic and far more enduring.


Quite simply, it’s about customer stakeholders struggling to reach collective consensus. Indeed, we’ve been tracking these changes since long before the onset of the global pandemic or the rise of AI. In fact, in many ways, today’s buying complexity traces back to supplier efforts starting in the early 2000s to sell larger, more complex, integrated “solutions.” As those solutions connected more parts of the customer organization through technology and data, it’s only natural that more stakeholders from increasingly diverse parts of the customer organization became involved, all conducting independent due diligence to determine how exactly that broader solution might fit within their corner of the organization.


So, fast-forward to today, if one considers a typical B2B buying journey as a kind of project to be managed based on logical steps following a relatively linear process, then it’s completely fair to ask, “Just how hard could this possibly be?” After all, B2B purchase decisions feel pretty straightforward:


Step 1: Identify a need. > Step 2: Explore solutions. > 


Step 3: Identify requirements. > Step 4: Select a supplier.


But when we actually map a typical B2B purchase process, we find it follows anything but a predictable path. What feels like it should be a straightforward, linear process turns out to be a big, tangled mess (Figure 1).


THE SPAGHETTI BOWL OF B2B BUYING



We call this the “spaghetti bowl” of B2B buying.5 Although meant to be illustrative, the diagram inevitably triggers a strong, visceral reaction as it feels so familiar. At some point, virtually all of us have starred in this movie in one way or another as we’ve engaged in our company’s own purchase journeys. And it can only be described as painful.


To orient you to the image, across the middle you see four key B2B buying “jobs”: problem identification, solution exploration, requirements building, and supplier selection. As a typical B2B buying decision flows across those buying jobs from start to finish (with an actual purchase by no means guaranteed, of course), that presumably linear journey proves to be anything but. Often, it’s two steps forward and one step back. Sometimes, it’s actually one step forward and two steps back.






[image: Flowchart titled 'The Spaghetti Bowl of B2B Buying Today' illustrating the process from 'Start' to 'Purchase'. The flow begins with 'CEO Turnover' leading to 'Problem Identification' which is one among the four key process involved in the flow, besides 'Solution Exploration', 'Requirements Building' and 'Supplier Selection'. The chart has multiple steps going back and forth along the process.]







Figure 1


So, perhaps we’ve identified a problem worthy of organizational time and attention, but in the process of exploring solutions, we realize we’ve underestimated its scope or failed to understand contingent issues requiring simultaneous attention. That discovery leads back to a reassessment of the problem.


Or, perhaps, we’ve made it all the way to supplier selection only to discover through the late-stage involvement of procurement that our preferred partner isn’t on the company’s short list of preapproved providers. As a result, we’re forced to reassess our preferred solution, or possibly even deprioritize the original problem.


Really, customers find themselves facing all manner of setbacks, questions, and additional considerations along their journey, forcing them to retrace steps repeatedly. In fact, the vast majority of B2B buyers return to earlier steps across the four buying jobs at least once, repeating sometimes several buying jobs along their journey, even for relatively low-complexity purchases.6 We call this phenomenon “looping” as it’s a perfect description of how B2B buyers actually move along a purchase path—they don’t really progress through a purchase nearly so much as wander through it.


And all that looping takes a massive toll, not just financially but psychologically. It’s exhausting.


Across the last eight years, we’ve asked well over five thousand senior B2B sales and marketing executives about their own professional experience with a large-scale purchase that they’ve participated in on the buying side. Then we asked them to choose just one adjective to describe that process.


We’ve asked this question all over the world on stages big and small, with both live and virtual audiences. And across all those thousands of people, we have yet to hear a single positive word. It’s always negative—things like long, hard, awful, frustrating, painful, time-consuming, inefficient, exasperating …


At an executive meeting in Washington, DC, one head of sales said, “Landmine!” To which we responded, “But that’s not an adjective.” In a flash, he exclaimed, “Landminish!” And that became our word of the year describing B2B buying. B2B buying is landminish. It’s perhaps the very best, most evocative way to describe the spaghetti bowl of B2B buying. It’s an unmapped minefield. And just like any minefield, you’re always on edge, as you never quite know when one false move might blow up months of hard work (metaphorically, thank goodness).


Even more memorably, at a Chicago meeting, a chief marketing officer who’d just completed the purchase of a CRM system blurted out, “Ineverwanttodothatagain!” All one word. I. Never. Want. To. Do. That. Again. And you could tell by the look in her eyes, she wasn’t kidding. The pain on her face was palpable as she relived her entire experience right before our eyes. She truly never wanted to do that again.


But let that sink in for a moment. This isn’t just a fun—or funny—thought exercise. This is our current B2B reality. B2B buying is broken. And these thousands of examples of an incredibly common sentiment prompt a powerful, if not painful, question for all of us trying to sell into this environment: What do you do when the number one word your customer thinks about in making a large B2B purchase is “I never want to do that again”? That’s a problem. And that’s what we’re up against trying to sell complex solutions to exhausted buyers every single day.


It’s no wonder many CEOs invest in engineering a better “customer experience,” seeking to “ease customers’ buying journey,” by making their own organization “easier to do business with.” In many ways, their instincts are right—we must find ways to make B2B buying easier. That said, well intended as they may be, the focus of their efforts is largely misplaced because those same customers tell us repeatedly, the vast majority of their frustration has little to do with the supplier selling to them and everything to do with their own company. It’s all the meetings, the requirements, the second-guessing, the bureaucratic setbacks, legal considerations, shifts in strategy, budget constraints, and on and on. At the end of the day, we’re all so frustrated because we’re all convinced we work at the world’s most dysfunctional company. And we’ve become convinced that we’re all correct. Because we’re all human, and regardless of organization, we’re all struggling with some version of the same four buying challenges.


THE FOUR CHALLENGES UNDERMINING CUSTOMER CONFIDENCE



We once designed a keynote reviewing obstacles impeding B2B buying, which a colleague dramatically dubbed “the four horsemen of the commercial apocalypse.” Over the top? Undoubtedly. Nonetheless, the turn of phrase is evocative of the high stakes at play across each of these four B2B buying trends materially undermining customer confidence.


Decision Complexity



If we think of a large-scale B2B purchase as a kind of organizational project, the first dimension along which buyers struggle is simply project management. Who should be involved? Which steps should we take? Which steps are we overlooking? Which people are we inadvertently omitting? Without a clear, consistent project plan, buying decisions quickly become “landminish” as unanticipated obstacles, questions, and concerns repeatedly disrupt efficient progress toward a completed purchase.


From a supplier perspective, B2B marketers, in particular, have prioritized “mapping the customer buying journey” in order to drive deals forward by “meeting customers where they are.” Commonly, step one in most journey-mapping exercises is to document customers’ buying process based on their direct input (usually via surveys and interviews). But what happens when customers themselves no longer have an answer? What happens when you seek to meet customers where they are only to find out that “where customers are” is … lost?


Information Overload 


Across the last decade, the story of B2B buying—and more specifically, the story of B2B learning—has largely been a story of customer empowerment. With the rise of online content, customers no longer rely on sellers to educate them on speeds and feeds or features and benefits. Instead, customers learn on their own, conducting independent research and due diligence such that by the time they proactively reach out to a supplier sales rep to get their input into whatever they’re seeking to do, there’s often little left to discuss but price.


But what if today’s B2B buyers aren’t “empowered” by information nearly so much as they are overwhelmed? Today’s customers struggle mightily to simply make sense of the massive amounts of high-quality information available through countless channels, online and off. In this world, showing up with yet another perspective—differentiated and disruptive as it may be—may actually exacerbate customers’ struggle to act decisively. So how do you engage customers with a helpful perspective when they’re struggling to sort through too many competing perspectives already?


Objective Misalignment



B2B buying is a team sport, which naturally raises all sorts of questions: Who’s involved? In what way? What are their priorities? According to which criteria? Who breaks ties? It’s not unlike a group of friends trying to pick a restaurant—one’s a vegetarian, two are gluten-free, one loves meat, another wants sushi, and one isn’t even hungry and would prefer to see a movie. Good luck! Now, scale that up to a multimillion-dollar enterprise business decision affecting hundreds if not thousands of fellow employees and months of work. It shouldn’t be surprising that many potential sales never happen simply because customer stakeholders struggle to reach consensus, not on what to buy but what to do. Lack of alignment on the most pressing problems worthy of attention stalls not only a purchase but organizational action altogether. It’s very hard for customers to buy a complex solution if they lack consensus on the best course of action, let alone the underlying problem.


Yet, virtually every sales approach is built on the assumption that customers know—and agree on—what they’re trying to do. So, when a deal dies, suppliers often assume it’s because customers fail to appreciate the value of their solution to address an agreed-upon problem. But in the end, the primary obstacle to deal success often isn’t customers’ lack of appreciation for the “supplier’s value”; it’s customers’ inability to establish broad-based agreement on what they’re solving for to begin with.


Outcome Uncertainty



Even when customers completely agree on what to buy, why to buy it, and how it’s valuable, they can still doubt their ability to actually realize that full value. And with good reason. It’s not just hard to buy solutions; it’s equally hard to implement them.


In today’s intensely interconnected world, virtually every solution requires deep integration into everything else. Systems have to be connected, data have to be shared, log-ons need to be seamless. All that information needs to be secured against leaks, incursions, and crashes. Meanwhile, the actual users of those solutions have to be bought in, see the need, and integrate the solution into daily workflow. The same applies for physical products as much as technological ones.


Yet, even in a world of perfect integration, the solution might still underperform. Not only do suppliers have to prove accurate in the value they promise, but end users have to be sufficiently skilled to extract that value. After all, if someone buys a Ferrari but can’t drive very well, the car will never deliver maximum performance even when built to spec. That’s not Ferrari’s fault, that’s on the driver and their inability to extract full value no matter how good the car.


This is the world of outcome uncertainty, where customers often doubt supplier promises far less than their own organization’s ability to realize the full value after purchase. It’s the business equivalent of the famous breakup phrase, “It’s not you, it’s me.” Customers believe the supplier but equally doubt their own organization: “We’ll find some way to screw this up. We always do.”


One theme threads through all four of these challenges to customer decision confidence. All of them are supplier agnostic. In fact, as a seller, you might think, “These aren’t my problems to solve!” But what if they could be? For suppliers that’s the opportunity—to unlock the growth trapped in B2B buyers’ collective decision dysfunction.


When it comes down to it, we aren’t just competing against the competition. We are competing against our customers’ lack of confidence. And the primary goal of The Framemaking Sale isn’t to help you steal a bigger piece of the pie in an ever-shrinking market, but to equip you as a seller or a sales team to expand the market overall by boosting customer confidence—to help you sell more by helping your customers buy more.


If we want to sell more in today’s commercial environment, we have to make things easier for our customers. Not easier to buy from us, but easier to buy irrespective of us. To help customers believe they can navigate the spaghetti bowl of B2B buying such that they do want to do that again. And again. And that next time things will be easier.



A NEW WAY FORWARD 


You’ll remember at the heart of this book lies a simple question: What would a seller have to do to become the one seller—or sales team—that customers actually do want to talk to?


The answer? Become the one seller—or the one supplier—who helps customers feel a little less overwhelmed and a lot more confident in their own ability to take decisive action.


The way to do that is Framemaking, and we’ll talk more about what it is and how it works in the next chapter.
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