HOW YOUR PROSPECTS
BUY TODAY
WINNING THE B2B SALES GAME WITH
G R E AT C O N T E N T A N D S M A R T T E C H N O LO G Y

THE NEW REALITIES OF B2B
MARKETING AND SALES

As any experienced marketer knows,
B2B buyers have fundamentally
changed how they learn about and
purchase products and services. Yet,
the pace of this change – and the
impact it has on the way sellers must
sell – is not fully realized by many B2B
organizations. We hope this publication
can help you recognize the shifts that
affect your business and turn them into
strategic advantages.
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HOW IS THE BUYER LANDSCAPE CHANGING?
CONSIDER THESE RECENT FINDINGS ON BUYER BEHAVIOR:
BUYERS DO MORE RESEARCH
While the number of B2B buyers doing research online has held steady
— at an overwhelming 89% — they are spending more time on it. A recent
Forbes article reports that on average, B2B buyers now do 12 searches prior
to engaging on a specific brand’s site. Moreover, 71% of buyers begin their
research with a generic search, not a branded search.
BUYERS DEFER CONTACT WITH SELLERS LONGER
Today’s B2B buyer is now more than 57% of the way through their purchase
process before they engage with a sales representative. To that point,
a Forrester study reports six of ten buyers prefer online research over
interacting with a sales rep because the rep pushes a sales agenda rather
than helping to solve a problem.
BUYERS CONSUME MORE CONTENT
According to Accenture, 94% of buyers view multiple pieces of content from
the vendor they ultimately select, with an average of 10.4 different content
elements. And more than half (51%) of B2B buyers say they rely more on
content now to research their buying decisions than they did a year ago.
BUYING DECISIONS ARE MADE BY CONSENSUS
Salesforce.com reports that today’s buying groups have risen to an average
of seven to 20 individuals, depending on the product category and size of the
buying company. This represents a wide variety of jobs, functions, needs and
interests, which may explain why DemandGen found that the purchase cycle
for 58% of B2B buyers has lengthened compared to a year ago.
These trends clearly indicate that B2B buyers are becoming more
sophisticated in their independent research, with an increasing demand for
information that educates and informs, rather than sells. It’s an evolution
that has had significant impact on how companies promote themselves and
where they invest their marketing and sales resources.
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The average number of searches B2B buyers do before engaging
on a specific brand's website.

71%

of buyers begin their research with a generic search.

57%+

Buyers are more than 57% through their purchase
process before they engage with a sales representative.
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The average number of content elements B2B buyers
view from the vendor they select.

51%

of B2B buyers say they rely more on content now to research
their buying decisions than they did a year ago.

7-20

the number of stakeholders in the typical B2B buying process.
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IT WAS ONLY YESTERDAY:
KEY CHANGES TO B2B
MARKETING AND SALES
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Yesterday

Today

Information available to buyers was controlled by the seller.
With limited information that they can access on their own, it
was difficult for buyers to easily explore all potential options,
making them dependent on companies and their salespeople.

All information is easily available online. Educational insight,
comparison of options, pricing, customer feedback and other
information is prevalent from news sites, vertical industry
forums, social media and competitors.

Search rankings could be manipulated by clever tactics.
Keyword stuffing, disingenuous cross-links and other such
tactics raised undeserving sellers to the top of the rankings.

Search rankings are dependent on content relevance,
depth and earned authority. To rank highly, sellers must offer
meaningful content. Sneaky SEO tactics are now penalized.

Seller had no visibility into prospect behavior and interest.
As prospects moved through their buying process, the selling
company was blind to activity or interest that could indicate a
sales opportunity.

Tools are available to identify buyer behaviors. Even when
conducted anonymously, online behavior can be detected and
individualized. Predictive analytic tools can identify potential
buyers in advance.

Prospect follow-up was people-dependent. As salespeople
focused on “low-hanging-fruit” – i.e., selling opportunities from
prospects ready to buy – earlier-stage prospects were often
left untended.

Strategic nurturing is supported by marketing automation.
Content mapped to structured stages of the sales process
enables companies to engage at the prospect’s pace, providing
the right information and attention to move them closer to their
buying decision.

Hard for sellers to overcome buyers’ cynicism. Buyers resisted
salespeople they think push a sales agenda.

Targeted content transforms salespeople into trusted advisors.
Prospects are receptive to salespeople who provide content to
solve their unique problem or business issue.

Despite these changes, many companies are still running traditional marketing and sales programs, left
to wonder why they’re not getting as many leads as they need or converting enough leads into buyers.
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HOW BUYERS BUY—
AND HOW TO GET THEIR ATTENTION
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As the data shows, prospects are researching online before they get to you. Instead of
contacting sales reps at the early stage of their buying process, B2B buyers now search
online to get information for solving their business problems — the kinds addressed
by your company’s product. And because these self-educated prospects can access
virtually all the information they want online, they tend to seek out and trust compelling
and relevant issue-centric content more, and company-centric selling information less.
Of course, this underscores two key points:

1.

If you don’t have compelling and relevant content, you will be at a
decided disadvantage to competitors that do.

2.

Even if you do have compelling and relevant content, you must
ensure that those researching will discover it.

WHAT IS COMPELLING AND RELEVANT CONTENT?
At their core, questions about content can be framed by an old sales training adage, to which we’ve
applied new meaning: “Prospects care more about their problem than they do about your product.”
Remember the statistic we used earlier about 71% of buyers beginning their research with a
generic, not a branded search? Those generic searches reflect the buyer’s business problems, and
content that helps them understand those problems and how to solve them will be compelling and
relevant to them. As a by-product, such content showcases your company’s unique expertise, and
demonstrates how this expertise, embodied by your product or service, provides value.
The following two pages contain data from a 2016 content preferences study conducted by
DemandGen, showing both the use and value buyers give to specific content types.
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CONTENT TYPES USED TO MAKE DECISIONS IN THE PAST 12 MONTHS
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MOST VALUABLE CONTENT VIEWED DURING DECISION-MAKING PROCESS
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IF NOBODY SEES YOUR CONTENT,
DOES IT REALLY EXIST?
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Great content alone
is not enough to fill
the sales funnel. B2B
marketers need to
also consider how
their audiences will
find or be exposed
to their content. Let’s
look at some of
the most important
contributors to B2B
content amplification.

WEBSITE
If the data above tells you anything, it’s that your content is an
essential path to engaging with your audience. So, don’t bury
your content solely behind a “Resources” tab on your website.
Make it a hero. Place strong content on your home page,
feature new content in prime positions, and place market- or
role-specific content on relevant sub-pages. And as the visitor
lands on your new whitepaper, offer up a case study that they
might also find interesting.

SOCIAL MEDIA
Social platforms like LinkedIn, Twitter, Facebook, Slideshare, Issuu
and others are great ways to amplify B2B content to relevant
audiences. Encourage your team to actively discuss, post and share
your company’s content within their network.

Moreover, make it easy for visitors to find relevant content fast.
Think about the best ways to organize and filter content —
such as by topic category, vertical market, content type (video,
case studies, infographic, etc.) or job role/function.

SOCIAL ADVERTISING
Trying to build an audience with organic social reach alone can be
difficult and slow. So, if it makes sense for your budget, experiment
with promoting your content via paid advertising. Today’s social
platforms offer a tremendous ability to reach precise targets, based
on corporate or individual factors such as industry, size, geography,
titles and more. Some can even put you in front of only pre-defined
companies. Ads that offer a valuable content asset can be a fast and
effective way to create engagement.

SEO
We all know that searchers won’t go too far beyond page one
of their search results. Yet regardless of where you show up,
addressing the factors that contribute to high rankings will
help you be found by more of your targets, even as you’re still
climbing your way to the top.
• Set up your content with keyword-appropriate titles, header
tags and descriptions. It’s always surprising how frequently
these important details are neglected.
• Consider longer, narrower keywords when producing and
posting content. “Installation challenges for VoIP phone
systems” might be easier to rank highly for than “Business
phone systems."
• Use PR strategies to promote content and develop
relationships with publishers and influencers. This “earned”
media exposure will help increase your site’s “domain
authority” which will positively impact search rankings.
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Keep the focus on the value of the information, not on promoting
your company.

CONTENT SYNDICATION
Similar to social advertising, content syndication can be used to offer
your content assets to precisely targeted audiences. For example,
industry trade publishers can offer your content in emails to their
subscribers, or network syndicators using large compiled databases
can offer content on a pay-per-lead basis (where you pay only for
responses from individuals who match your target criteria). Depending
on your product and objectives, content syndication may be an efficient
avenue to get your content in front of the right audience.

EMAIL
If you’ve developed a database of customers and prospects who
have given you permission to email them, you can execute outbound
campaigns to offer appropriate content. Further, if your database has
fields that you can use to segment your list (e.g., by corporate and/
or individual characteristics) you can use your content even more
strategically. For example, large companies on your list get content
relevant to their issues, while small companies get content relevant
to theirs.
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SMART MARKETING TECHNOLOGY
CAN GET THE RIGHT CONTENT
TO THE RIGHT PERSON
AT THE RIGHT TIME

While effective content, made readily
available, is critical to attract initial interest,
a buyer's information needs change as they
progress through their process.
So, to advance a prospect from initial engagement to short-list
opportunity and ultimately to a customer, it is also necessary to
provide the right content at the right time throughout their journey.
This is where marketing automation platforms (e.g., Pardot, Marketo,
Act-On, Hubspot) have made an impact. A recent study by Act-On
claims that 53% of B2B companies have put some form of marketing
automation in place, with another 37% planning to do so.
Why the popularity? Using content as its fuel, marketing automation
gives marketers the ability to execute, measure and scale a range of
personalized campaigns to generate and nurture leads and customer
relationships. This can be especially useful for B2B companies with
long and complex sales cycles.
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SMART MARKETING TECHNOLOGY IMPACTS EACH BUYING STAGE

PROBLEM RESEARCH STAGE
Examples:
• Issue-focused whitepapers,
eBooks, videos
• Public webinars and events
• Blogs

SHORT-LIST OPTIONS STAGE
Examples:
• Product application briefs
• Case studies
• Application-focused
whitepapers, eBooks, videos
• Webinars

PRODUCT RESEARCH STAGE
Examples:
• Website
• FAQs
• Product collateral

Great content and marketing automation work together
by helping prospects understand their situation, how
your product solves their issues, and giving them the right
content at the right time throughout their buying process.
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VALIDATE BELIEFS STAGE
Examples:
• Custom ROI assessment
• Video showcase

STEPBACKS STAGE
Examples:
• Product comparison charts
• Financial and ROI overview
• Use case analysis
• Targeted content forother
participants in the buying process

Lead scoring assesses sales-readiness
based on the content the prospect
consumes, their engagement with you
and their position within your sales cycle.

CHOICE AND COMMITMENT STAGE
Examples:
"Audience of One” deliverables
(proposals, presentations, 	
customized videos)

Marketing automation measures effectiveness of your
marketing initiatives by tracking a prospect’s journey from
initial engagement to purchase. Know what is and isn’t
working in your lead generation and conversion initiatives.
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The aspects of marketing automation most meaningful for B2B companies:
INBOUND LEADS ARE MANAGED EFFECTIVELY, FROM THE VERY
START: As you generate leads from your website, search or digital
advertising, social media and other inbound initiatives, marketing
automation immediately touches them and nurtures them over time.
This keeps your hard-earned leads from falling through the cracks and
significantly enhances your ability to convert them to sales-readiness.
MARKETING AUTOMATION ADJUSTS THE CONTENT TO THE
PROSPECT: By recognizing the prospect’s individual behavior (e.g.,
content they have accessed, web pages they visit, etc.) marketing
automation can respond with the right next step to keep the prospect
moving forward. For example, a prospect who has downloaded an
educational paper can be sent a video on how one of your products
solves that issue. Or a prospect who accesses a fact sheet on a
particular product can be sent a case study describing a customer's
successful use of that product.
PROSPECTS ARE ASSESSED FOR SALES-READINESS: As prospects
engage with your company — by visiting your website, consuming
your content, attending events or even social media interaction —
the marketing automation platform builds their profile. Scores can
be assigned to their actions (e.g., the frequency, quantity or type of
activity) and fit (e.g., title, company size, location). Upon reaching a
pre-determined “lead score” threshold, the prospect can be passed
along to sales for personal contact. This keeps sales reps focused on
sales-ready prospects while making sure that earlier-stage prospects
are nurtured appropriately.

MARKETING AUTOMATION HELPS TO CONVERT PROSPECTS TO
CUSTOMERS: For B2B companies, effective marketing technology
works alongside sales reps to help them address a prospect’s
specific situation. For example, a sales rep can be sent an alert
whenever a prospect has accessed a price list for a product,
possibly indicating a heightened interest in the product. And by
connecting marketing automation with CRM systems, sales reps
get a direct view to all interactions between the company and the
prospect, enabling more targeted and productive discussions.
MARKETING AUTOMATION HELPS MEASURE THE EFFECTIVENESS
OF MARKETING INITIATIVES: Because of their ability to manage
and track interactions, marketing automation platforms can serve
as the central reporting source for all lead activity. They can pinpoint
the origin of a lead and the behaviors that converted them from one
stage to the next, which gives B2B companies the kind of insight they
need to optimize efficiency and effectiveness.

While B2B companies are waking up to the power of great content
and smart marketing technology, there remains great opportunity
to make certain your marketing aligns with how your buyers buy.
Armed with this understanding, you can take steps to seize this
opportunity and establish a systematic and efficient process to
generate leads, sustain engagement in complex buying cycles and
grow existing customer relationships.

13

H OW YOU R P ROS P ECTS BU Y TODAY

FOUR STEPS TO ATTRACT AND SUCCEED WITH TODAY'S B2B BUYERS

MAKE YOUR
INFORMATION
“FINDABLE”

GIVE PROSPECTS
THE INFORMATION
THEY WANT

1

Relevant content helps
prospects ﬁnd you in their
initial research process and
positions your company as a
trusted provider of useful
solutions to their problem
or business challenge.

2

Search engine rankings,
content ampliﬁcation and
content distribution are
critical factors to initiate
and sustain engagement
with prospects.

MAP YOUR
CONTENT TO THE
BUYER’S STAGE

USE TECHNOLOGY
TO OPERATIONALIZE

3

Marketing automation
manages individually-relevant
interaction with multiple leads
and contacts, enabling you to
improve and scale your lead
nurturing processes.

4

Convert prospects to
sales-readiness by
providing the right
interaction and content to
each prospect, based on
who they are and where
they are at in their process.

How you win
•
•
•
•
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Generate more sales leads at lower cost.
Optimize your sales efficiency by focusing reps on prospects who are ready to be contacted by sales.
Advance prospects toward a purchase by nurturing them effectively throughout their buying process.
Gain an advantage against competitors not using these optimized marketing and sales processes.
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ABOUT COMMUNICA
Communica is a full-service marketing and advertising firm that
helps clients engage with their customer markets, grow awareness,
increase sales and build preference for their brands. We have an
in-depth understanding of brand development, positioning and
management and how to align a seller’s strategies with their buyers’
journeys. We have created award-winning, high-impact marketing
programs for a wide range of international, national, regional and
local consumer and business-to-business accounts, having been
named one of America’s top business-to-business agencies 10 times.
Communica has been a fixture in downtown Toledo for over 30 years,
with satellite offices in Charlotte, Columbus, Detroit and Shanghai.
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800.800.7890 | www.communica.world

CHARLOTTE
7716 Wallace Lane
Denver, NC 28037

DETROIT
888 West Big Beaver Road
Suite 777
Troy, MI 48084

TOLEDO (HQ)
31 North Erie Street
Toledo, OH 43604

