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JULIE WILLIAMSON, PHD

Julie is a North Highland Vice President based out of Denver.  She is a 

leading voice in how organizations link together communication, design, 

strategy, sales, marketing and service to deliver sustainable growth 

results using both traditional and forward looking resources. She is 

particularly interested in how digital engagement happens, and how 

communities form and un-form in the digital social sphere, and how 

understanding these patterns can help companies formulate social 

media strategies that meaningfully contribute to growth and revenue. 

Her specialties include 

» Understanding how organizational politics, power, positioning, and 

context drive positive or negative change experiences

» Finding and giving voice to what's "really happening" when a 

company sets a new strategic goal or change.  Then.... helping the 

people in the organization to deal with what's "really happening".

» Challenging people to think critically and apply an informed, context-

rich perspective to quantitative data analysis when making business 

decisions.

RELATED PUBLICATIONS AND PRESENTATIONS

Communication and Organizational Knowledge: 

Contemporary Issues for Theory and Practice

Routledge

October, 2010
Chapter 4 - Challenges for Implementing Systems of 
Knowledge Management: Static Systems and Dynamic 
Practices

CIMA Conference - What's Happening in the Cloud

Colorado Information Management Association

November 14, 2012

Digital Engagement - What it Gives, What it Takes

Boardroom Talk Series

February 13, 2013

Using Social Media for Change Management

Julie Williamson

April 7, 2013

The Cultural Conundrum

ACMP Conference 2012 - Las Vegas

April 2012

Experts Among Us - How Interactional Expertise 

Develops Among Management Consultants

SEE Conference Proceedings

June 10, 2012

Blog: www.whathappensthen.com

Published routinely , topics include strategy, change 

management, 
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Agenda

• Review B2B Sales Traditions

• What’s Changed

• What the Research Showed

• Re-tooling your Sales Force

• Appendix: About the Research
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Traditions in B2B 
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B2B Sales Process – Circa 1999
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• Sales people could 
specialize as 
‘hunters’ or ‘farmers’

• Hunters were landing 
the ‘mega’ sales

• Farmers were ‘in the 
trenches’
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Representative B2B Selling Techniques (Today)
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A little planning goes a 
long way
• Simple preparation 

and follow up are 
critical

Relationships are 
everything
• Keep track – high 

tech or low tech, 
but track

Create Raving Fans
• There is a path to 

follow – take your 
customers on it

Understand 
Customers
• Qualify
• Collaborate

Set front line priorities
• Effective 

coaching
• Focus and 

accountability

Effective use of 
technology
• Confidence in 

data
• CRM for tracking

Miller Heiman
(discipline)

Understand 
Customers
• Know customers 

well enough to 
teach them

• Tailor your 
approach

Frontline sales 
management is 
critical
• Effective 

coaching
• Sound 

fundamentals
• Sales innovation

Whatever’s worked 
in the pastF..

_______________

_______________

_______________

_______________

_______________

Home Grown
Challenger 

Sale
(philosophy)

GrowBig
(application)

Targeted Account 
Selling

(philosophy)

Remember the four 
questions:
• Is there an 

opportunity?
• Can we compete?
• Can we win?
• Is it worth winning?

Remember PRIME 
Actions:
• Prove value
• Retrieve missing 

information
• Insulate against 

competition
• Minimize weakness
• Emphasize strengths
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The Handshake Deal of the 20th Century

The One Right Buyer

• Knowing the right one person (the 
decision maker) was the key to a B2B 
sale

• Individual long term relationships 

• Sales techniques key off of how to 
persuade the single target buyer

Hierarchy Assumptions

• Highly dependent on knowing the 
hierarchy of the organization 

• Assumes a hierarchical decision 
making process that aligns to the 
organization chart

• Assumes a relatively stable and 
predictable hierarchy
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And old Dave, he’d go up to his room, 

y’understand, put on his green velvet 

slippers – I’ll never forget – and pick up 

his phone and call the buyers, and 

without leaving his room, at the age of 

eighty-four, he made his living. And when 

I saw that, I realized that selling was the 

greatest career a man could want.
Arthur Miller, Death of a Salesman, 1948
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What’s Changed
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Challenges to Traditional Models

We all know B2C buying experiences have changed in the last 5-10 years.
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Bought a car lately?

How about a Tesla?

B2B buying experiences have also had dramatic changes, in other ways.

Multiple Buyers
+

Multiple Sellers
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Structural Changes in 2013
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Today’s WorkplaceYesterday’s Workplace

Mobile workforce

Collaborative spaces

Connected anywhere

24/7 anytime working

Virtual / distributed teams

Work is global

Multi-disciplinary roles

Flat structure

Varied career paths

Output driven

Multi-generation

Device enabled

Allocated location

Face to face working

9-5 working

Male dominated

Team co-location

International boundaries

Routine work roles

Defined hierarchy & roles

Time driven

Young to middle aged

Paper based
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Buying and Selling in 2013

Buyers

• Buyers operate in an increasingly more 
complex decision making network

• Decisions are less often single-
threaded or allocated to one individual

• Throughout the decision network, 
influencers are investigating and 
discovering product and service 
information far outside of the ‘funnel’ 
process.
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Sellers

• Sellers have to navigate complex 
buyer networks and complex seller 
networks.

• The funnel concept no longer works 
as well as it once did, especially in 
the traditional construct.

• Negotiating a group decision is more 
common than single-buyer selling
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The GenX Sales Conundrum

• They are ‘in their prime’ professionally 
(mid-40s) and at a stage in their 
careers where they should be ‘power 
players’ – well connected at senior 
levels in buyer organizations, but many 
have changed jobs or taken non-
traditional career paths.

• GenX buyers are equally confused –
assuming Baby Boomer decision 
making processes  that they learned 
from their mentors in an ever more 
collective workplace

• Baby Boomer sales techniques used 
by GenXers and Millenials on GenX
and Millennial peers who are in the 
buying organizations is particularly 
problematic. 
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GenX Salespeople are faced with a particular set of challenges

0

20

40

60

80

BabyBoomer Gen X Millennials

GenXers are trying to satisfy Boomer 
execs and Millennial influencers
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Research Results



- -Copyright Dr. Julie Williamson, The North Highland Company

Research Questions

• What types of challenges are sales people 
encountering in the B2B sales process?

• How are sales people changing their approach to 
enterprise sales to accommodate changing 
workplace patterns?

• What’s different about B2B sales in today’s work 
environment?

14
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B2B buying and selling is becoming a 
collective social exercise, with fewer 
‘single buyers’. Coordination across 
multiple touch points is critical to map to 
the multiple points of influence within the 
buyer decision making processes.

WHO PARTICIPATED

• 1 Mid Sized equipment manufacturer

• 1 Mid Sized professional services company

• 1 Large Communications Service Provider (mid market 
sales)

• 1 Large Insurance Provider

WHAT WE FOUND

Four key challenges were consistent across the 
participating company results:

1. The unexpected influencers

2. The power of consensus

3. The dark horse competitor

4. The power of procurement 

WHAT THIS TELLS US

B2B sales as a one to one ‘hunter’ or ‘farmer’ 
approach is declining and will become less and less 
relevant in the future world of work.

Sales as a “cohort” is on the rise, and accommodating 
that through sophisticated sales tools and CRM 
capabilities is needed for businesses to keep up.

15

RESEARCH BACKGROUND

The study started with an 

internal view of how professional 

services companies use 

expertise to drive sales. It 

evolved into a larger 

examination of how sales 

practices are morphing to 

address changing workplace and 

workforce realities.

It is still a very small sample, but 

with interesting directional 

results.

Research Summary
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Overview of Primary Research

Primary Responsibilities of 

Participants Distribution of Participants

Company A

Company B

Company C

Direct Sales

Sales
Engineering

Account Mgmt

Storylines in the Data
Story A: The unexpected influencer(s)
Story B: The power of consensus 
Story C: The dark horse competitor
Story D: Procurement process influence 
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0

5

10
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20

25

30

Story A Story B Story C Story D
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Influencer Scale

In this sample, deal sizes ranged from ~$10K to ~$1.5M. The number of 
perceived influencers consistently changed based on the size of the deal.

17

7-10+ 
Influencers

4-6 
Influencers

1-3 
Influencers

$10-$100K $100-$500K $500K+

Note: an interesting addition to this research would be to work with a company that does 
‘mega-deals’ and see if the findings are similar.
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Similar Research from IDC

IDC conducted a study of IT buyers, and found that there is an 
increasing level of participation in the buying decision, especially in 
larger companies. 

18
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WHAT IS IT?

The theme of the unexpected 
influencers is evidenced by stories of 
sales processes gone awry or 
suddenly won by an influencer or 
group of influencers who the 
salesperson didn’t expect to be a 
part of the decision making process.

Influencers may or may not be in ‘the 
hierarchy’ or even in the 
organization. Knowing where 
influencers will come into play during 
the sales effort is becoming more 
complex for sales people.

The Unexpected 
Influencers

1919

Why is this important?

• If your sales processes encourage targeting the ‘single 
buyer’ you can easily miss being attractive to other 
influencers.

• These influencers can dictate who gets ‘on the list’ and 
finds out about opportunities – they essential perform 
your lead gen function for you..

• The ways in which buyers are influenced has changed 
dramatically – an unexpected influencer may be a 
blogger, or a service provider, or an old article on the 
internet.

How does this answer our research questions?

• Knowing who all of the influencers are, and being able 
to influence them, is almost impossible for sales people 
with a ‘hunter’ mentalityF.. ButF. ‘farmers’ don’t make 
out much better. A collective approach is needed.

• Account managers, sales engineers, and sales people 
all have the opportunity to understand influencers on the 
buying process. But, if they aren’t coordinated, they 
won’t ‘connect the dots’ in time.
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WHAT IS IT?

The power of consensus, or the 
power of the middle, speaks to the 
ways in which group decisions are 
made. People with ‘buying 
authority’ defer to their team or 
their subordinates, or look for group 
buy-in more than ever. They reflect 
on this as a hard lesson learned –
that even if they approve the 
spending, it ‘won’t work’ if everyone 
isn’t on board. Or, the organization 
may specifically require consensus 
between key groups for larger 
purchases. 

The Power of 
Consensus 

2020

Why is this important?

• Like the unexpected influencers, the power of 
consensus is becoming more and more of a reality in 
B2B sales.

• It requires coordination across a fairly large group of 
people, and an ability to ‘sell’ to different types of 
thinkers with different backgrounds and expectations.

• It can be very difficult to understand how consensus 
forms in the buying organization, so controlling for it 
becomes an enormous challenge for sellers. Account 
managers often have the best sense of this, but may 
not be able to 

How does this answer our research questions?

• Sales people are working to understand different 
thinking styles, ways of negotiating, and how to 
present the same information in different ways to 
appeal to a broad audience without losing the 
message.

• Buying as a collective is on the rise, and 
accommodating that through sophisticated sales tools 
and CRM capabilities is needed. Collective sales 
processes are required to meet these needs.
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WHAT IS IT?

The dark horse competitor is a 
company who no one understood 
to be in the running for the sale. 
But, they come out with a win. 
Often this company has an ‘in’ with 
someone who sits outside of the 
hierarchy but is an important 
influencer to the process. 
Alternatively, this is a company that 
is providing an ancillary product or 
service and is stretching into a new 
space.

The Dark Horse 
Competitor 

21
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Why is this important?

• Knowing the competition is a key part of setting up 
win themes for most B2B sales processes. When 
the competition is unclear, or doesn’t line up well 
against the standard, the approach for managing it 
has to change.

• Difficulty anticipating competition results in either a 
lot of “unnecessary’” work to account for any 
possibly scenario or “lack of preparation” that 
leaves a vulnerable dimension to sales pitches, 
especially when following traditional funnel 
processes.

How does this answer our research 
questions?

• As more companies via for limited sales 
opportunities, especially in the services space, 
competition is becoming increasingly difficult to 
anticipate.. 

• In all three organizations, differentiation was a 
challenge. Where companies used to be highly 
differentiated, buyers perceive less and less of a 
clear differentiation and are more likely to buy 
based on who they know across the organization.
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Procurement Process 
Influence 

22
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WHAT IS IT?

The influence of the procurement 
process on a successful sale is an 
interesting interplay with actually 
selling the work. In several interviews it 
was reported that the procurement 
group was taking a strong decision 
making role, or was able to alter 
decisions during the post-award 
process. 

Account managers were particularly 
attuned to this phenomena, acutely  
understanding that the process isn’t 
over until the contract is signed. 
Collectively ushering a sale through 
the entire sales process is critical for 
team success.

Why is this important?

• Yes doesn’t always mean ‘sold’

• Relationships in procurement are vitally 
important, but not exclusively

• Keeping clients in alignment with procurement 
processes is important to their success, and to 
the salesperson’s success

How does this answer our research 
questions?

• Salespeople who used to encourage clients to 
‘go around’ the procurement processes are 
now working to understand and help their 
clients navigate the process.

• Building positive relationships with 
procurement is being tracked personally, but is 
not a part of success metrics for many sales 
people.

• Understanding where procurement 
relationships fit into the tracking and sales 
processes is often unclear to both the seller 
and the buyer.
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Sales Challenges in 2013

23

I believe the market 

will reward 

organizations who can 

navigate distributed 

decision making as 

effectively as possible
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Retooling your Sales Force
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What ‘The Social Sale’ Means

25

Buyer Networks and Influencers include:
• Internet sources
• Colleagues
• Competitors
• Outsourcers
• Other service providers
• Procurement processes and owners
• Seller account teams and delivery

Seller Networks and Influencers include:
• Sales people
• Sales engineers
• Account managers
• Delivery staff
• Partners
• Industry representatives

Bringing together disjointed seller and buyer networks in a 

coordinated way that  consistently results in a sale.
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The New Funnel is Not a Funnel
but it is still a process

• Staying broad is better than narrowing in on a single buyer or small 
group of buyers or small effort

• Don’t put all of your efforts against one buyer in the organization. They won’t be there 
forever, and other people will control the buying cycle.

• The Ecosystem of Influence and Buyers

• What’s the plan for staying fresh on who the influencers and buyers are? 

• How do you get into the buying cycle, rather than bringing the client 
into the selling cycle?

• Do you understand the buying cycle well enough to place yourself in it?

• Selling to Procurement

• How do you build effective relationships?

• How well do they know you and what your company delivers?  

• How effectively are you communicating your overall value proposition across all the 
areas of the business?

• What about outsourced procurement processes, having to negotiate with a different 
company entirely than the team that made the buying decision? (this is becoming 
more and more common)

26
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The Social Sales Team Approach
Teaming is crucial in the selling organization, but sales has often been thought of as a 
‘lone wolf’ type of function.

• Visibility and transparency are key, and most tools and processes do not 
encourage them.  

• The traditional ‘funnel’ approach encourages working down to a single sales rep 
and a single buyer, which we know is not the norm anymore.

Lead generation needs to change

• Centers of influence

• Marketing generated

• Unbranded influencers

Use of incentives and technology to build a team construct for sales

• Joint ownership of opportunities

• Open funnels

• Collaboration spaces

• Team based sales incentives that drive collective behavior (not just each person 
contributing their individual piece of a target number)

• Moving to a team construct requires a different kind of model.

27

What are the approaches in your organization 
that need to change?
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Organizational Impacts - Measurements

28

Across Marketing, Sales, Account Management, Sales 
Operations, and Finance, measurements need to be 
reconsidered.

Marketing

• Measures outreach, touchpoints, lead 
gen, brand awareness, etc. that help 
find buyers and bring them into the 
selling process.

• Need to also measure external 
influencers, how buyers find you, the 
influence those sources have on the 
decision to bring you into the buying 
process.

• Marketing’s role in lead gen is 
changing significantly. Measuring 
against that is important.

Sales

• Measured against book of business 
and revenue, as well as operational 
metrics that include backlog, funnel 
placement, and conversion rates.

• Also need to measure team 
participation, touch points, span of 
relationships, and influence.

• For example:
• How often are other people 

included in the sales process?
• How are you collaborating with 

multiple buyers about the same 
purchase?

What are the measurements in your 
organization that need to change?
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Sales Processes

• Collective Selling intersecting with Collective Buying makes 1x1 tracking 
processes difficult to evaluate.

• Today we emphasize the importance of sales people tracking their individual 
activities, how might we change that to be more meaningful as a collective?

• How can tools (SFDC, etc.) play a role in coordination and collaboration?

• It is more important than ever that there be visibility across connections at big 
accounts. How to track the collective experiences?

• Particularly with small to mid-sized sales – in the $100-$500K range, 
coordination is critical.

• Learning how to account for different types of decision makers, how to adjust 
for changing influencer maps, etc. is critical.

29

What are the processes in your organization 
that need to change?
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Tools You Can Use Differently

30

• Creating private network discussions for ongoing sharing about 
client relationships, comments, needs, opportunities. 

• Discussions can be spun up around opportunities, clients, products, 
or any other organizing logic. 

• They do not have to be permanent forums, but the right people need 
to know to use them at the appropriate time.

• Big or small, using flexible, open CRM tools that allow access to 
customer information and opportunities by teams.

• Drive transparency across the CRM and sales  processes
• Allow for divergent paths through the sales process to suit the 

specific need and for broad coverage through the buying process.
• Tools should measure and reinforce collective behaviors
• Track cadence over time rather than just in the throes of a proposal

• Tools to listen to and manage for the outside influencers – the places 
people are going to learn during the buying process, or to get into 
the buying process.

• Add a focus area for marketing to manage for influence in the buying 
process through social in addition to supporting brand awareness 
and lead gen that pulls people into the selling process.
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Additional Questions / Suggestions

31
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Appendix – Research Methodology
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Appendix A: About the Research
Research Questions

• What types of challenges are sales people encountering in the B2B sales process?

• How are sales people changing their approach to enterprise sales to accommodate changing 
workplace patterns?

• What’s different about B2B sales in today’s work environment?

Research Limitations

• This research focused on the selling side of the equation, without any primary research into 
the buying processes. Understanding of the buying process is limited in this research to other 
industry research and understanding of how decision making processes are changing in 
today’s work environment. 

• With a focus on sales people and their interpretation of results, this research has a narrow 
perspective for its primary data, which is augmented with industry knowledge and best 
practices.

• This research did not account for overall duration of a sales cycle, which would be an 
interesting dimension to add if it goes forward.

Research Participants and Data

• Participants included sales people, sales engineers, and account managers from three 
different firms, all who have sales responsibilities for B2B / B2G revenue. In total 37 people 
were interviewed. Additional data was taken from industry sources and sales methodology 
sources.

33
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Appendix B:  Research Methodology

We used a grounded theory approach to qualitative analysis, which means we came to 
findings based on our research questions. We then applied known social science 

theories and sales results to help explain our observations and findings.

Establish research 

questions

Establish research 

questions

Develop Interview 

Guide and

Collect Data

Develop Interview 

Guide and

Collect Data

Establish Preliminary 

Data Classification 

Categories

Establish Preliminary 

Data Classification 

Categories

Code Data Based on 

Common 

Occurrences of 

Words, Stories, Ideas

Code Data Based on 

Common 

Occurrences of 

Words, Stories, Ideas

“Memo” or denote 

data to process it 

more fully than 

coding

“Memo” or denote 

data to process it 

more fully than 

coding

Align Findings with 

Research Questions

Align Findings with 

Research Questions

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 
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Appendix C: Overview of Primary Research

Primary Responsibilities of 

Participants Distribution of Participants

Company A

Company B

Company C

Direct Sales

Sales
Engineering

Account Mgmt

0
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10

15
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30

Story A Story B Story C Story D

Storylines in the Data
Story A: The unexpected influencer(s)
Story B: The power of consensus 
Story C: The dark horse competitor
Story D: The power of procurement 
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