The B2B Buyer Backlash:
How vendors can break
through in 2026

From repetitive discovery to Al misuse,
buyers share what's wasting their time
— and what they want from vendors.
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Executive
summary

Winning vendors reduce
decision friction, demonstrate
business fit quickly, and
respect buyers’ time

B2B buying is complex, and

that complexity comes at a cost.
Research from Gartner and
Forrester confirms what every B2B
buyer already knows: the process
involves multiple stakeholders, using
numerous sources, and

a lengthy chain of influencers.

To make the buying process easier,
decision-makers are relying on reduced
shortlists and familiar names. This makes
it hard for new vendors to cut through.
According to Martech Edge, 86% of buyers
shortlist products they already know,

and 71% buy their top choice.

So how can B2B vendors
succeed in 2026 and beyond?

Adience asked 350 B2B buyers
what they really want next year.

Here’s what we found:

Decision-makers
want fit and clarity,
not discounts.

The top three vendor
frustrations are
avoidable.

Most vendors
misunderstand
stakeholders’ priorities.

Buyers expect new

skills and expertise

from vendors in the
next one to two years.

This report explores tactics and strategies
to help you conquer the complexity by
getting inside the minds of today’s

(and tomorrow’s) B2B buyer.

17%

of B2B customers rate purchases
as complex, involving 6 to 10
stakeholders (Gartner).


https://www.gartner.com/en/sales/insights/b2b-buying-journey?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.forrester.com/blogs/state-of-business-buying-2024/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://martechedge.com/news/trustradius-and-pavilion-release-2024-b2b-buying-disconnect-report-the-year-of-the-brand-crisis?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.gartner.com/en/sales/insights/buyer-enablement?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Finding a way
to cut through

Many B2B buyers feel
overwhelmed by seller
outreach

As a B2B specialist research agency,
we know buyer frustration is rising.
So, when we see figures

like these, they confirm what

we hear daily from our clients.

Gartner

713%

of B2B buyers actively
avoid suppliers who
send irrelevant outreach.

FORRESTER

13

people on average
influence a B2B purchase.

These findings confirm a widening gap
between how buyers want to buy and
how vendors still sell — a gap this report
explores in depth.

Adience helps vendors understand and
meet the demands of today’s B2B buyers.
As a specialist B2B research agency,

we translate market complexity into clear
actions that improve how vendors sell,
communicate, and deliver.

Our latest findings, published here, will help
you bridge the buyer-vendor divide and
turn friction into an advantage.

For more information, please contact us.


https://www.adience.com/contact-us/

The ideal
buying process

It's not about selling —
it's about helping buyers
make the right choices

We asked, what parts of your buying
process would you most
like to improve?

v

Top six improvements
requested by B2B buyers

Evaluate
vendors more St i
on fit and less ; JSelmiie Introduce
i internal
on price - clearer
pprovals - :
and sign-offs criteria/scoring  Start vendor
engagement
earlier in the
process
43% 41% 39% 36%
Fig O1. Results were close as the table above shows.
Manufacturing and Financial services
automotive are most stakeholders want to start
likely to evaluate vendors vendor engagement earlier
on fit over price. in the process (58%).

“Decision-makers are signaling that
they want vendors to elevate their

skills beyond selling, to help them make
better decisions. Vendors need

to prioritize clear scoring, earlier
engagement, and fewer procedural
hurdles, over focusing on closing the
deal”

Chris Wells, Managing Director, Adience

Reduce legal/

procurement Make

complexity decisions
faster

35% 33%

Procurement teams are more
likely than other colleagues to
want reduced legal/procurement
complexity (43% versus 31%).

Contact Adience to learn about our buying-process research, designed to
uncover the real decision drivers behind how B2B decisions are made.



https://www.adience.com/contact-us/

Where vendors
frustrate buyers

Improve the buying
experience by eradicating
discovery theater and
content bloat

We asked, which vendor behaviors
frustrated you most in the past year?

Buyers gave a wide range of
responses that can broadly be
summarized as discovery theater
and content bloat — both universally
disliked.

The top seven frustrations in
a multi-select question were:

Asked poor or repetitive 30%
discovery questions

Shared irrelevant decks, o
PDFs, or demo links 29%

Didn't understand our 299,
industry or use case

Focused on features 27%
over business impact

Didn't answer 27%
all RFP questions °
Tried to bypass 26%
procurement

Misused Al (robotic tone, 26%

obvious autofill, or wrong facts)

Stakeholders in the US and in the

healthcare and life sciences sectors
were most likely to mention Al misuse
as a frustration.

Joe Koput, Director of Integrated
Marketing at Responsive — a leading Al-
powered proposal and sales
enablement platform, says:

“What really resonates is the idea of
‘discovery theatre’ We've all sat through
pitches where the vendor asks the same
tired questions. Buyers want insight and
relevance — the ones who listen, not
lecture, are the ones we remember”

“The best discovery builds confidence,
not fatigue. Vendors that simplify, listen,
and personalize earn trust fastest.
Adience can help you develop
messaging frameworks that turn
research into a one-page, buyer-specific
proof.”

Chris Wells, Managing Director, Adience



What vendors
misunderstand

Don't tell buyers
what you sell

Our research revealed that sellers
routinely miss B2B buyers’ contexts

and priorities. Aligning on what

“good” looks like for this buyer, right

now, is the shortest route
to building trust in this market.

We asked in a multi-select question,
in your experience, what do vendors

most often misunderstand about your

company or needs?

The top six were:
Our priorities (e.g., speed
Versus price versus service)

Our industry-specific
pain points

Our technical
requirements/constraints

Our competitive context

The level of formality
expected in proposals

Our business model/
how we make money

35%

30%

28%

28%

28%

27%

Decision-makers in insurance,
manufacturing, and automotive were most
likely to cite vendors’ failure to understand
industry-specific pain points. For media
companies, it was the level of formality
expected in proposals.

“Buyers are telling vendors, 'Don’t tell
us what you sell — show us that you
understand how our business works.”

Chris Wells, Managing Director, Adience

Want to speak your buyers’ language?

Contact us to discover how segmentation
and persona development can help you
anchor every conversation in your
buyers' contexts.


https://www.adience.com/contact-us/

What buyers
want from

vendors in 2026

An evolution from
product-driven to
partnership-driven value

The next two years belong to
context-literate, data-fluent, Al-
competent vendor teams that can
guide stakeholders through a fair
and transparent buying process.

We asked, which skills will be most important
for buyers like you over the next one to two
years? Respondents highlighted a clear
progression in what they value from vendors.

The top six skills (multi-select) were:

Staying current with market 34y
trends and innovation

Interpreting and using 33%
data to inform decisions

Understanding and 33
applying Al tools °
Demonstrating deep 33%
category knowledge

Running fair, efficient 31%
evaluations

Leading change 299,

and implementation

Al awareness makes a difference

Buyers who explicitly ask vendors about

Al place a much higher premium on Al
competence (40%) and data fluency (45%).
Those who don’t ask about Al lean more
towards deep category knowledge (36%),
showing that familiarity with Al reshapes
what they expect from a capable vendor.

Across the board, buyers expect a shift
from product-driven to partnership-driven
value. They want vendors who combine
insight, technology, and operational skill —
people who can interpret the market, apply
the data, and stll keep the process fair

and human. i

Ant Newman, Director of Content at Spectro
Cloud- a next-generation Kubernetes
management platform, agrees with this
finding. “What we're seeing is that Al is
helping target our marketing and sales
outreach and distil the huge amounts of.
information and insight available during the
sales process. But once the conversation
starts, the best sales teams still have to
build trust and real human connections,
lead with value not features, and challenge
their customers with bold new perspectives.
Al can assist in the process, but it can't
replace those skills.”

é



Seven moves
that reduce
friction

A pragmatic
playbook to guide
vendors to success

Throughout our research, B2B buyers
have been clear: they dont want to
be sold to — they want vendors who
help them buy. These seven practical
plays cut through the frustration
points that slow decisions and erode
trust.

The seven plays that
reduce buying friction

1. Lead with fit — and prove it fast.
Start with buyer-specific fit hypotheses
(their context, priorities, and constraints)
before talking about features.

2. Fix discovery.
Replace long and repetitive question lists
with pre-work — synthesize what you
already know, then run a short, pointed
gap assessment.

3. De-bloat content.
Swap 30-slide decks for one-page briefs
focused on the buyer’'s outcomes. Move
demos to job-to-be-done (JTBD) flows.

4. Accelerate approvals.
Provide templates, redlined legal clauses,
and a visible critical path through
procurement.

Use Al with guardrails.

Let Al speed analysis and drafting, but
keep a human layer for tone, accuracy,
and context. Disclose usage where
appropriate — avoid the robotic red
flags that one in five buyers now spot.

Brand early, not just late.

If shortlists favor known vendors, show
up sooner with credible, problem-led
points of view.

Help buyers buy.

Treat the buying process itself as

a product: define the steps, clarify
“done”, and equip stakeholders with
what they need to move forward.

“The best vendors don’t remove
complexity from buying — instead, they
help buyers navigate it with clarity,
evidence, and respect for their time.
Vendors build confidence and trust
when they stop selling to stakeholders
and start solving with them. In 2026,
advantage won’'t come from selling
harder, but from understanding faster
and earning the right to be on the
shortlist, every time.”

Chris Wells, Managing Director, Adience



Fro m fr|Ct| on What buyers ask for,

and how Adience helps

to advantage vendors deliver

Today's B2B decision-makers want
less friction, greater fit, and vendors
who understand their world.

v

Here’s what they told us — and
how Adience helps turn those
expectations into an advantage.

What buyers told us Meaning for vendors

Evaluate on fit over price. Demand Publish decision criteria early; build shared
clearer criteria and faster approvals. definitions of “good” and tighten legal paths.

Do the homework and bring concise,
evidence-based content that maps
directly to buyer outcomes.

Repetitive discovery and
content bloat frustrate buyers.

Vendors often misunderstand Lead with the customer’s
priorities and context. market reality and constraints.
Next-gen skills matter: data fluency, Keep a live read on the client's market,

Al competence, and market awareness. brand, and competitive space.



©
Methodology

Survey of 350 B2B buyers across the US,

Europe, APAC, Africa/Middle East.

Roles: procurement (n=100) &
non-procurement (n=250).

Industries: technology, financial services,

healthcare, insurance, manufacturing/
automotive, media and entertainment,
and other.

Fielded as a single pulse:
four multi-select questions.

Fieldwork ran from July 27
to July 17th, 2025.

We show unweighted topline
percentages. Totals can exceed 100%
as questions were multi-select.

When you're rethinking how to reach
today’s B2B decision-makers, ask yourself:
Is this the moment for more leads, or for
deeper understanding that:

* reveals what truly drives
purchase decisions.

* bridges the gap between the vendor
messaging and buyer reality.

« turns research into practical
tools your teams can use every dau.

* builds shared definitions of “fit”
across marketing, sales, and product.

 identifies the skills your team
need to win today and tomorrow

Talk to Adience

=


mailto:lynsey@adience.com
https://www.adience.com/contact-us/

Thank you

To get in touch please contact:
lynsey@adience.com
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