
The future of B2B 
sales is yes/and
How to blend traditional human and digital 
approaches to spark new growth.
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Many B2B executives, particularly 

those focused on the enterprise 

customer, share this CRO’s 

perspective. They say their 

customers are too sophisticated 

and varied for digital channels to 

handle. The deals are too big and 

complex. Pricing is too intricate. 

Solutions are too customized. 

These organizations take a high-

touch approach to selling, hiring a 

bevy of highly skilled business 

development reps, sales reps, 

solution specialists, operations 

managers and more. This approach 

has proven successful over the 

years, with corporate leadership 

justifying the high cost of sales 

based on the strong gross margins 

the business enjoys. 

Trouble is, while this traditional 

approach has stood the test of 

time, time isn’t standing still. Digital 

technologies have advanced more 

rapidly than any other innovation in 

human history,1 transforming the 

way people work and live. Today’s 

enterprise B2B customers are more 

likely to be digitally native 

millennials2 than baby boomers, 

and they’re steeped in easier, 

faster, streamlined ways to do 

everything, including business. 

They still want to have great 

rapport with sales and account 

reps who will look out for their 

best interests. But they also want 

to navigate aspects of the B2B 

buying journey on their own 

terms and timetables—from 

researching products and services, 

to placing and managing orders 

independently, to leveraging 

both digital and human customer 

support across different channels 

and devices—just as they do in 

their personal lives.  

In this fast-changing environment in 

which virtually everything is being 

reimagined through a digital lens, 

B2B organizations need to shed the 

binary either/or mindset that pits 

digital channels against high-touch 

human sales approaches. Through 

Deloitte Digital’s work with many of 

the world’s largest B2B 

organizations, we’ve seen that 

digital touch points throughout the 

buyer journey can enrich and 

amplify—not diminish—the impact 

of human sales teams. Digital tools 

can effectively promote sales teams 

from order takers to trusted 

advisers by freeing them from 

time-draining tasks and allowing 

them to hone their expertise and 

focus on meaningful interventions 

with customers. 

In this paper, we’ll explore our 

recent research that demonstrates 

the business impact of weaving 

human and digital interactions 

together to create a cohesive buyer 

journey. We’ll also look at practical 

ways to challenge long-held 

assumptions about B2B sales and 

shape a new mindset for the future.

“We sell to the enterprise. 
We have zero digital sales, and I 
don’t expect we will anytime soon.” 

— Chief Revenue Officer at an enterprise software company
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Leaders offer high-touch and
digital across the buyer journey. 
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Deloitte Digital recently surveyed 

100 of the largest software 

companies for our annual study on 

the future of B2B sales. We looked 

at how leaders—those companies 

with higher-than-average growth 

rates and lower-than-average cost 

of sales—were setting themselves 

apart. We found they had 

something in common: They were 

more likely to offer their customers 

ways to engage digitally at every

stage of the buying journey, 

compared to other sellers that on 

average offered digital channels at 

only three stages.

Leaders have made digital a 

priority by offering digital tools that 

make it easier for customers to not 

just discover and learn about their 

products and services online, but 

to also get customized quotes 

quickly, make purchases at any 

time from any place, see automated 

suggestions for add-ons, access 

and manage their account details, 

handle their own renewals, 

and more. 

However, it’s not all about digital for 

leaders—they recognize the power 

of human connection in the buyer 

journey. Deloitte Digital found that 

leaders are investing more than 

other B2B companies in hiring 

customer success managers and 

sales operations personnel to 

support their field sales people.  

The result of leaders’ yes/and 

approach to sales? They’re 

reporting growth rates of 21% on 

average—nearly 2x higher than 

other surveyed sellers.3

Yes/and yields higher 

revenues, lower costs.

Deloitte Digital’s latest research 

on the future of B2B sales shows 

that B2B enterprise sellers 

that combine the best of high-

touch sales with the best of 

digital engagement are coming 

out ahead, with stronger 

revenues and lower overall 

selling costs. 

Percentage of sellers offering digital enablement at each step 
of the buying journey

Pre-purchase

The study evaluated sellers’ digital maturity 

at 11 stages of the buying journey.

Post-purchase

3
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Shed the either/or mindset.

As our research reflects, B2B 

organizations of all maturity 

levels provide digital options for 

customers at the beginning of the 

buying journey. That makes sense, 

because many B2B customers want 

to conduct a significant portion 

of their research-before-buying 

process before they engage a 

salesperson. In a recent Forrester 

Consulting survey of more than 

200 B2B directors with purchasing 

power—49% of whom were 

millennials—at least half said they 

typically researched a supplier’s 

business and client reviews online 

before ever accepting a meeting 

with them.4

Yet many sellers draw the line 

at offering digital options once 

customers move further into the 

buying journey. Many appear to 

believe that digital is okay for 

helping customers learn about 

products—but not for getting price 

quotes. Or that it’s fine for trying 

out a solution, but not for making 

a purchase or renewal. 

And this isn’t the only either/or 

mindset that persists. Even within 

B2B organizations that have 

relatively robust digital options, it’s 

not uncommon for them to relegate 

certain types of transactions, 

products or customers to digital 

channels, while other types are 

“owned” by sales reps.

Unfortunately, drawing lines in the 

sand is overly simplistic. It fails to 

recognize that different customers 

have different preferences for how 

they want to engage. It also limits 

the powerful role that digital 

channels can play as enablers that 

complement a largely high-touch, 

human-led approach. 

Common instances of this binary mindset are:

Transaction size:
Smaller transactions can be on digital 
channels, but large transactions should 
be via human interaction. 

Product complexity:
Simple products (e.g., low configurability) can 
be sold through digital channels, but complex 
products should be handled by humans.

Customer tenure:
Repeat buyers can be handled through 
digital channels, but first-time buyers should 
be engaged through human channels.

4
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Truth is, there isn’t a clear line in the sand, or anywhere, around 

how sellers “can” and “should” interact in different situations. 

Today's B2B customers expect both human and digital options; they want 

the ability to choose what’s right for them—and when it’s right. In a separate 

Deloitte Digital-commissioned survey by Forrester Consulting, B2B 

customers ranked easy-to-use, up-to-date digital customer interfaces as the 

most important characteristic of organizations they prefer to work with.5 Yet 

they also emphasized the need for a strong, ongoing relationship with their 

sales reps. In fact, more than half said they would stop doing business with a 

company that failed to meet face-to-face regularly. That speaks to the potent 

impact of blending digital channels with a high-touch sales model. 

Proactive companies are taking advantage of this blend by offering digital 

engagement options that span the gamut—interactive apps or websites, chat 

functionality, product configuration / design tools, intuitive knowledge bases, 

real-time order management and more—for deals of every size, for products 

both simple and complex, and for first-time and returning customers alike. 

A mix of digital capabilities and high-touch service supports 

a blended experience for B2B prospects and customers.

True automotive omni-channel customer sales experience

Browse Browse Identify Experience Trade In Order Collect

100% Digital 
Route to Ownership

Blended
Route to Ownership

100% Physical 
Route to Ownership

Automotive Summary Sales Journey
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To instill a new mindset, 

challenge the status quo

If you think … Ask yourself …

Our customers demand 
face-to-face interaction 
with us.

Have you asked your clients if they really want 

to meet face-to-face—and if so, in what circumstances? By 

asking what customers want, you can use both in-person 

interactions and digital channels more effectively. For 

example, 85% of B2B buyers in a recent study said that 

in-person post-sales support has an impact on their 

perceptions of a seller.6

Our product / solution 
is too custom and 
complex and can’t be 
sold digitally because we 
need to communicate 
personally with multiple 
stakeholders.

Even if your products / solutions are intricate and 

complex, can you leverage digital in various steps instead 

of aiming for a fully digital, one-click experience? This 

question should help evaluate whether the complexity of 

your offering hinders sales. Is there an opportunity to 

make the offering simpler so that it streamlines pricing, 

contracting, etc.?

Our pricing and 
contracting are too 
complicated to be 
configured into a pricing 
tool for customers to use 
independently.

Have you researched digital tools that can be configured 

for complex pricing schemes? Nearly three in four surveyed 

B2B buyers said it is very important / critical that sellers are 

clear, fair and transparent in negotiations and business 

dealings.7 Digital tools can add transparency, helping 

reduce uncertainty and ambiguity for buyers, while also 

allowing your sales team to focus on value selling.
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We don’t have the 
resources to invest in 
digital capabilities / 
tools.

Have you built a strong business case that supports the 

investment by showing the positive return on investment 

other organizations have gained by improving customer 

experience through digital? Our recent research showed 

that B2B buyers are 33% more likely to buy from and 37% 

more likely to renew a contract with a seller that delivers 

excellent customer experience.8

We’ve purchased digital 
tools, but we aren’t 
seeing any value.

Have you identified your customers’ pain points and 

needs, established key performance indicators, and 

defined clear outcomes to track against? To use digital 

tools more effectively, focus on clearly defining goals and 

desired outcomes. Then, determine what’s preventing 

your organization from reaching those goals. Lastly, work 

with sales, marketing and operations teams to develop 

strategies to increase adoption across all stakeholders. 

Sale teams will struggle 
because of this change, 
and we would probably 
have to shift talent and 
eliminate roles.

Have you included sales teams in digital development? Have 

you explored and communicated the positive ways that digital 

could benefit sales teams? Our recent study of enterprise 

software companies on the future of B2B sales showed that 

leading companies with digital options across the buyer 

journey were hiring more people for sales enablement and 

customer success to support their sales teams.9

Our incentive structure 
doesn’t support this level 
of digital enablement.

What would it take to fix your incentives and quotas to 

align with what’s best for your customer? Leading 

companies recognize the importance of compensating 

salespeople when customers on their assigned accounts 

make purchases through digital channels.10
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Large B2B organizations with 

complex products and services are 

reimagining the customer journey 

through a blend of human and 

digital enablement. Here’s how one 

medical device company adopted a 

yes/and approach—and grew its 

online sales channel by 600%. 

Commercial leaders at the 

company were skeptical about 

whether their customers would 

buy complex and expensive 

medical devices online without 

ongoing personal contact with a 

sales representative. The sales 

team also raised worries about 

what the digital channels would 

mean for their roles. 

Here’s how they overcame their 

initial reservations—and reaped 

the benefits of a more efficient 

process that still credited sales 

reps for every transaction in their 

accounts but allowed them to 

interact with customers in more 

meaningful ways. 

Case in point:

Global medical device company

Despite the ease of a direct online sales process, some customers prefer to work 

with a sales team member before making a purchase. This is where a strategic 

yes/and approach was critical. Customers who were comfortable online could 

initiate and complete their purchases independently, while sales reps gained the 

ability to enter an order on a customer’s behalf, which pleased buyers who 

preferred to do business that way. 

Digital enablement also expedited the transition from prospect to customer. New 

customers were able to immediately make purchases online, after which they were 

contacted by customer care to set up their accounts and finalize all contracts and 

customer agreements. 

Like many B2B organizations, the medical device company’s sales process was 

complex—with multiple channels that included third-party sellers such as 

integrators, distributors and resellers, many of whom had their own digital portals. 

To enable digital sales across all of these channels, the company replicated the 

user-friendly digital functionality configured on its own customer-facing website to 

its third-party partner portals. 

The company knew that customer expectations were increasingly shaped by the 

online shopping experiences in their personal lives. To live up to these expectations, 

the company applied a customer-centric lens to decide which features to include in 

its digital commerce platform. Its team knew, for instance, that customers wanted:

Model technical features on 
customers’ B2C experiences. 

Digitally enable all purchasing channels.

Design a high-touch sales process in 
parallel to a fully online sales process. 

Further enhancements allowed end customers to make purchases directly from 

their cellphones, despite some doubts about whether customers would purchase 

medical devices that way. These doubts were dispelled when a $100 million 

purchase came from a cellphone shortly after the system went live.

Fast-loading product 

images and specs

The ability to email quotes to 

other people in their organizations

Automated product 

suggestions based on 

items in their carts

The ability to keep certain products in 

a cart while purchasing other products

Flexible control over shipment scheduling 
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Consider this leader’s perspective 

compared to the one we opened 

with. Both sell complex products and 

solutions, but this one is leveraging 

digital channels for its top 

customers—arguably the most 

complex and nuanced accounts.

Blending human and digital. 

“We created a private digital experience for 

our top enterprise customers. Each one 

has a private digital experience portal 

where they can see current purchases, 

add / subtract licenses, manage contract 

terms and request support.”

— CRO at another enterprise software company

There’s no question that B2B 

sales are complex. Buyers 

have extraordinarily specific 

requirements for products and 

solutions, ranging from 

performance characteristics to 

parts' dimensions to price 

requirements to the origin of 

component materials. Pricing is 

dynamic and variable, depending 

on myriad factors, such as 

purchasing volume and supply 

chain constraints. And within 

every account there are multiple 

stakeholders, each playing a 

distinct role at different points in 

the decision-making process. 

Yet this very complexity is exactly 

what makes B2B sales suited to an 

approach that taps the power of 

both people and technology. 

That’s why the most successful 

B2B organizations are striking a 

balance between human-led sales 

and digital interactions. They’re 

doing it because it’s what their 

customers want—and because it’s 

good for the bottom line. As sales 

organizations evolve their models 

to keep pace with changing 

expectations, digital simply must 

play a role, regardless of the 

customer’s point in the buying 

journey, the product / solution 

complexity or the transaction size. 

That means letting go of an either/or 

mindset that limits your ability to 

reimagine the buying journey 

through a digital lens. After all, 

the possibilities for reaching, 

persuading, closing and managing 

customer relationships through 

digital will only continue to 

proliferate. And customers will 

continue to expect them. 

And while person-to-person 

interactions will continue to play 

a role in building and maintaining 

customer relationships, it’s the 

right combination of human and 

digital that will drive future success. 

Blending the best of both—digital 

and human—will drive down the 

cost of sales, generate stronger 

sales volumes and keep your 

customers coming back for more. 



10

Paul Vinogradov
Principal
Deloitte Consulting LLP
pvinogradov@deloitte.com 

Get in touch

About Deloitte 

This publication contains general information only, and none 

of the member firms of Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Limited, 

its member firms, or their related entities (collective, the 

“Deloitte Network”) is, by means of this publication, 

rendering professional advice or services. Before making 

any decision or taking any action that may affect your 

business, you should consult a qualified professional 

adviser. No entity in the Deloitte Network shall be 

responsible for any loss whatsoever sustained by any 

person who relies on this publication.

As used in this document, “Deloitte” means Deloitte 

Consulting LLP, a subsidiary of Deloitte LLP. Please see 

www.deloitte.com/us/about for a detailed description of the 

legal structure of Deloitte USA LLP, Deloitte LLP and their 

respective subsidiaries. Certain services may not be 

available to attest clients under the rules and regulations of 

public accounting. 

Copyright © 2023 Deloitte Development LLC. All rights 

reserved. Member of Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Limited

Sources

1. UN, High-level panel on digital cooperation, The age of 

digital interdependence : report of the UN Secretary-General's 

High-Level Panel on Digital Cooperation, June 2019, 

digitallibrary.un.org; DigitalCooperation-report-for-

web.pdf, accessed March 23, 2023.

2. Richard Fry, "Millennials are largest generation in the U.S. 

labor force," Pew Research Center,  April 11, 2018, 

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-

tank/2018/04/11/millennials-largest-generation-us-labor-

force/, accessed March 21, 2023.

3. Paul Vinogradov, Abe Awasthi and Eryc Branham, 

"Software Industry Future of Sales Roundtable," 

presentation, September 13, 2022.

4. Lindsay Ellis, "Millennials Are Changing What It Takes to 

Succeed in Sales," Wall Street Journal, November 8, 2022, 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/millennials-are-changing-

what-it-takes-to-succeed-in-sales-11667878038, accessed 

March 23, 2023.

5. Deloitte Digital, “New research on B2B CX: Drive strong 

relationships and revenues through the new B2B,” 2023, 

https://www.deloittedigital.com/content/dam/deloittedigita

l/us/documents/offerings/offering-20230214-b2b-cx-

charticle.pdf, accessed March 21, 2023.

6. Deloitte Digital, “New research on B2B CX." 

7. Deloitte Digital, “New research on B2B CX." 

8. Deloitte Digital, “New research on B2B CX." 

9. Vinogradov, Awasthi and Branham, "Software Industry 

Future of Sales Roundtable."

10. Vinogradov, Awasthi and Branham, "Software Industry 

Future of Sales Roundtable."

mailto:pvinogradov@deloitte.com
http://www.deloitte.com/us/about
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/04/11/millennials-largest-generation-us-labor-force/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/04/11/millennials-largest-generation-us-labor-force/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/04/11/millennials-largest-generation-us-labor-force/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/millennials-are-changing-what-it-takes-to-succeed-in-sales-11667878038
https://www.wsj.com/articles/millennials-are-changing-what-it-takes-to-succeed-in-sales-11667878038
https://www.deloittedigital.com/content/dam/deloittedigital/us/documents/offerings/offering-20230214-b2b-cx-charticle.pdf
https://www.deloittedigital.com/content/dam/deloittedigital/us/documents/offerings/offering-20230214-b2b-cx-charticle.pdf
https://www.deloittedigital.com/content/dam/deloittedigital/us/documents/offerings/offering-20230214-b2b-cx-charticle.pdf

	Default Section
	Slide 1: The future of B2B  sales is yes/and
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10


