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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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