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Developing people > Advancing business

BUYERS’ VIEWS OF
SALESPEOPLE 2015 

7th edition 
Selling in a multi-generational world



KEY FINDINGS

Over 12 years and 7 editions, TACK International has investigated the opinions of business 
buyers to assist salespeople in developing their skills and techniques to become more effective 
in their roles.

Possessing an understanding of buyers’ preferences is key to developing long term, profitable 
customer relationships that deliver valuable solutions to clients. That is why we consistently  
carry out this research. Doing so means that we can provide up to date and relevant insight 
to the sales profession, enabling professional development and better results for clients and 
suppliers alike.

In this latest edition of the study we asked business professionals, who conduct purchasing for 
their organisation, their views on a range of topics related to the process of business purchasing.

The areas we covered are:

In our most extensive global study to date, the findings were telling and demonstrate some 
interesting and important shifts in behaviours that sales professionals and managers should 
examine, reflect upon and consider when planning their professional growth.

Overall we discovered an increasing influence from the emerging Generation Y – (born 
between 1981 and mid 1990s). Their involvement in the purchasing process and growing 
influence in business is having an increasing impact on purchasing and wider business 
environments, highlighting some key trends to be considered.

The pertinent points to note are:
•   There are significant opportunities available for salespeople to chase – the market is opening 

up and customers are searching for increased value and innovation from their suppliers – not 
just lower prices.

•   The importance of long term customers is vital to help build your brand’s reputation and 
credibility in the market. Potential clients value the opinion of existing customers above anything 
else when making a buying decision.

•   Suppliers are not truly understanding customers’ needs and thus damaging their own 
reputation by not delivering solutions that match the requirement – questioning and listening 
skills need development.

•   There is greater involvement from people across generations in purchase decisions of a 
relatively low value

•  Purchase Behaviour
• The Sales Person
• The Purchase Process

• Proposals and Pitches
• Buyer Trends



KEY FINDINGS

•  Business behaviour is less formal than ever before – buyers increasingly accept casual dress, 
expect shorter proposals and desire less formal formats for pitches.

Overall our findings indicate significant opportunities for the ‘agile’ sales person. If sales 
professionals can develop their questioning and listening skills, take time to understand their 
customer and adapt to the multiple styles and motivators of people involved in the purchasing 
process, then sales success is not far away.
We hope that you find the detailed findings useful in developing the success of your sales 
organisation.

Who is it for?
At TACK we have a strong belief, gained from 67 years’ experience in the sales training 
industry, that the behaviour of salespeople makes more of an impact when driven by a thorough 
understanding of their customer. By understanding our customers’ preferences, we are in a 
much stronger position to build relationships and provide customers with solutions that help 
them achieve their goals.

That is what this survey will help you do…
The insights from this study should be used by sales managers and salespeople alike. It should 
also be used by owners of small companies and anyone responsible for the commercial 
performance of an organisation. 

Why?
The information in this document will help you design or amend your sales process to take into 
account the preferences of buyers today, adapt your approach to customers and develop your 
awareness of factors you may wish to consider when developing your proposition.

Clearly every customer is different, and this is actually the essence of our findings. However, 
if you are responsible for developing salespeople, driving commercial growth or making the 
sale, then these findings will be of interest and help you identify the appropriate methods to be 
successful with the range of stakeholders you and your team encounter.



Age brackets Gender 

WHO RESPONDED TO 
THE SURVEY

It is interesting to see that there are a significant 
number of people that fall into the Gen X and Y 
brackets involved in purchasing decisions. This 
factor is a real consideration for salespeople – the 

audience has evolved and now comprises multiple 
generations and age groups. A wider age bracket of 
buyers means a wider variation of buying behaviours 
to consider.

45%
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34-53
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68+

18-20

63%
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WHO RESPONDED TO 
THE SURVEY

Decision makers

Industry responses

65%21%
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Important factors for choosing a supplier

looked for  
other suppliers 
in the last  
12 months

3 reasons for looking 
for new suppliers

BUYING BEHAVIOUR

VALUE  
DELIVERED

£
PRODUCT/SERVICE 

PERFORMANCE

£
COST REDUCTION 
OPPORTUNITIES

£

1 Fresh ideas  
& solutions

3 New 
business 
needs

2 Price

91
%

The fact that so many customers are looking for new 
suppliers should act as both a warning, as well as 
alerting us all to the opportunities that exist. On one 
hand, be sure to continue providing the service your 
clients expect, don’t let complacency creep in, that’s 
when they’ll look elsewhere. On the other hand, with 
so many customers looking for new suppliers, sales 
and marketing teams need to be visible and dogged in 
pursuing these opportunities.

What builds credibility

From these findings we can conclude that price is 
important. Yet, most organisations see the opportunity 
to innovate and develop as vital when looking for new 
suppliers. Are you delivering the same old service 
or helping your customers innovate? Is this need for 
innovation driven by the emergence of Gen Y in the 
workplace? Maybe not entirely, but there is clearly a 
shift to pushing the boundaries and developing new 
ways of working – classic traits of this generation.

We also see that trust and delivering solutions that 
accurately reflect customer needs are the most 
important factors in choosing a supplier and building 
their credibility in the customer’s mind. Developing a 
loyal customer base leads to a strengthened brand 
reputation that our respondents say is a key factor in 
the purchase decision. It’s not just about presenting 
the right product at the right price, clients want to work 
with a supplier that delivers value to their business and 
that can be considered a trusted partner.

3 Product/
service
reviews

2 Brand 
reputation

1 Recommendations



THE SALESPERSON

Whilst we have seen a positive shift since 2012 in salespeople providing better-fitting solutions, almost half of 
respondents still say that solutions provided do not match their requirements – a factor we consistently regard 
as important in our studies.

This is not good news for the longevity of contracts but is it a surprise when you consider buyers’ views of the 
questioning skills of salespeople and how well they believe their business needs are understood?

These startling results provide a strong signpost for sales teams to consider how they explore customers’ 
needs and the importance of gaining a strong understanding of their situation. It is only through this process 
that suppliers will improve customer satisfaction, loyalty and retention. 

Did you know...  Over half of your customers 
aren’t getting what they need?

2012
2015

...Questioning to assess needs?
Good or  
Excellent

Fair or  
Poor

33%

67%

37%

63%

...Matching solutions to needs?

64%

36%

51%

49%
Good or  
Excellent

Fair or  
Poor

How good are salespeople at...



You may expect to see an increase in the popularity of social channels here, especially with the influence of 
Gen Y, however our findings indicate that trust and relationships need to be built through traditional methods 
before connecting with salespeople in ‘social’ environments.

THE SALESPERSON

Preferred methods of  communication

PHONE 40%

EMAIL 50%

What prompted 
you to deal with 
a salesperson?
Similarly, the importance of knowing 
your customer, their company and 
industry is confirmed. If a salesperson 
demonstrates these attributes then their 
chance of winning the deal is much 
higher. Again, this indicates a 
strong need to work 
on questioning 
techniques and 
consultative 
selling skills.

Understanding  
of our requirements – 23%

Knowledge of 
industry – 7%

Knowledge 
of company – 7%

Responsiveness  
to request  – 6%

Communication 
skills – 10%

Other – 25%

Product 
knowledge  

– 12%

Business advisor/
consultative 

approach – 10%



PURCHASE PROCESS

Understanding different purchasing 
motivators
Perhaps this is an obvious statement but it needs careful consideration by all salespeople – salespeople need 
to be agile! The wide spread of people from varying departments and levels of seniority involved in purchasing 
decisions is expanding and, with that trend, the wider range of motivators.

Even at lower levels of spend, a greater number of people are involved in the decision making process and 
board approval is required for relatively low value decisions. This is where the skills of a strong salesperson are 
illustrated.

To be truly successful, salespeople need to build an understanding of the styles and motivators of many 
people within an organisation, from junior buyer to board level executive. The motivating factors and preferred 
methods of interaction will vary greatly. 

Build your networks, be curious and be flexible…

Customers (new and existing) 
are looking for more suppliers 
so it is down to salespeople 
to uncover the requirements, 
build trust, adapt to the 
decision influencers and 
provide solutions that help 
drive clients’ businesses 
forward.
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The use of websites to source information is absolutely paramount 
to customers and matches with trends seen in the wider market 
of the requirement of convenience. Typical of Gen Y, but not 
exclusively so, the desire to source information when the 
customer chooses is growing. This may not be between 9 and 5 
and may not be through a phone call. A reminder to organisations 
of the need to invest in their online presence.

Sourcing information

PURCHASE PROCESS

WWW

CUSTOMER DISCUSSIONS

14%
WEB

55%
PHONE CALLS

9%

70% use more than  
1 person for  
decisions over £1K

69% need board 
approval on 
£10K+

83% use a 
procurement 
department



PROPOSALS AND PITCHES

Pages clients want in proposals

Important sections to 
include

➀ Proposed solution
➁  Understanding their need
➂ Project timeline

Least important sections

➀  Supplier info and 
company accounts

➁ Account team
➂  Service level agreements

Meeting length   

Pitches

Proposed content
Perhaps some of the most interesting findings of the 
study sit here. Does your organisation typically send long 
proposals to clients with sections that you consider to be 
important? Although the need varies, it is the responsibility 
of the salesperson to discover what a client wants to see 
in their proposal. Demonstrating this awareness goes 
a long way to building trust, as well as that all important 
engagement and relationship with the client.

We also see in this section of the survey a dramatic shift 
in the desire for formal pitch presentations to a significant 
preference for discussion based pitches in 2015. In fact, 
in 2015 only 29% of buyers prefer formal presentations.

Again – consider the responsibility to interact with clients  
in the way they choose – be agile!

CLIENTS WANT 
1-3 pages 52%
4-10 pages 43%

ALLOCATED TIME
< 30 minutes 28%
30-60 minutes 61%

PREFERRED STYLE
Discussion based 50%
Formal presentation 29%
Demo’s 21%



For the first time, we have discovered that over half of our respondents’ workplaces operate a casual dress 
policy. Indeed 31% prefer visiting salespeople to dress casually. Be aware, however, that 42% would prefer 
you to be dressed smartly when visiting.

Is this a generational attitude or a general cultural shift? You decide, but the point remains – what does 
YOUR customer expect? Find out and meet their expectations. Being overdressed can be as bad as being 
underdressed but, if in doubt, maybe err on the side of caution and dig out your suit!

BUYER TRENDS

42%
SMART

31%
CASUAL

55%
CASUAL

27%
SMART

30%  SMART
49% CASUAL
21%  FORMAL WITH 

DRESS DOWN

52%  SMART
19% CASUAL
29%  DON’T MIND

Expected dress 
code for meeting 
clients

Dress code in  
your office

20122012

FORMAL WITH  
DRESS DOWN18% DON’T MIND27%



BUYER TRENDS

Sales text messages
Ratifying the trend towards non-standard working and flexibility, the 
willingness to accept texts from salespeople has grown from 44% in 
2012 to 55% today. A minor point perhaps, but be aware of the trends. 
Your customers’ preferences are evolving… do the behaviours of you 
and your sales team match?

Time to call
These findings show that, whilst people prefer to stick to traditional hours for face to face meetings, there is 
a willingness to take phone calls over a wider timespan. Flexible working is clearly a growing trend globally, 
and with this comes the need for suppliers to be equally flexible. Again, this is a behaviour we see amongst 
typical Gen Ys but such habits are growing amongst all age groups and it is up to the salesperson to know 
their customer and the individual’s preferences. Setting meeting agendas yourself is no longer expected. If a 
rival salesperson adapts to their audience more effectively than you, then their level of customer engagement is 
likely to be significantly higher.

38%

18%

64%

32%

Willing to  
take calls

Willing to  
have a meeting

Before 9am

Before 9am

After 5pm

After 5pm

55%
YES

45%
NO

TEXT
MESSAGES



Key comments from buyers:

OPEN COMMENTS

Salespeople generally 

are not technically 

knowledgeable enough 

and are only a mouthpiece 

for the technical 

department The suppliers I use are 

typically those that have taken 

a more consultative approach 

rather than the stereotypical 

dog with a bone!

They need to listen more, 

especially when an issue 

has been communicated 

and requires a solution

Social channels like 

LinkedIn should be used 

more to research customer 

needs and reach out on a 

personal level

The biggest gap is how salespeople 

address pitches. Too often people 

come in and just present a solution 

without adapting it to our needs or 

even finding out what they are  

It is key that salespeople fully 

understand the challenges 

that we face as a business

Often, salespeople can be far 

too formulaic and ‘not relational’ 

enough. They lack patience and 

want to close too quickly

People in sales are generally 

poor at asking the right 

questions and are too keen 

to talk about their services

Authenticity is a must 

– you can spot a fake 

from a mile away! 

Suppliers must deliver on 

time and to expectation – 

don’t over commit but then 

under deliver

People in sales 

need more social 

skills training

After sales service 

leaves a lot to be 

desired!



About TACK International
TACK International began in 1948 as TACK Training. Formed by entrepreneurial brothers George and Alfred 
Tack to provide training for their own sales force, TACK began as a small family business. It then evolved into  
a global training company upon adoption of the Tack brothers’ revolutionary concept by businesses across  
the world. 

Today, we operate in 60 countries worldwide, from 54 offices, and in 35 languages. 
Designing and implementing practical, results-oriented training solutions that work for our clients has been our 
focus for 67 years. During this time, TACK has consistently monitored the trends in attitudes of salespeople 
to ensure that delegates attending our courses are kept informed of current business practice and buyers’ 
preferences. This supports us in achieving our goal of raising standards within the sales profession.

Authors of  this research

Samantha North, Global Operations Director, 
TACK International 
With over 15 years’ experience in the Global Human 
Performance Improvement arena, Samantha provides 
a wealth of knowledge, experience and direction to 
TACK International. 

Samantha’s track record in business development 
and leadership across multiple cultures and emerging 
markets, provides invaluable insight to this study and 
key guidance to assist in the development of sales 
professionals.  

Samantha is a member of the Institute of Directors 
and the Hertfordshire Chamber of Commerce.

Patrick Joiner, Senior Sales Training 
Consultant 
Patrick is an independent sales consultant who 
has designed and delivered sales training for major 
multi-national clients across the globe in the retail, 
insurance, financial services, hotel and travel sectors.

His experience also includes sales management 
development across multiple industries as well as 
practitioner experience leading global sales teams 
based in the Middle East, Far East, Europe and  
North America. 

Patrick was formerly Chief Executive of The Institute 
of Sales and Marketing Management for seven 
years, leading the growth of the membership 
side and professional qualifications in sales/sales 
management.

OPPORTUNITIES


