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Overview

Key Findings

•	 Most B2B marketers still segment companies on the basis of basic facts, 
like industry vertical or revenue band, but these distinctions do not fully 
capture material differences in buying behavior and lead quality. They 
also miss the important dimensions of change readiness — the willingness 
and ability to navigate the changes surrounding a purchase decision — 
which predict initial deal quality and long-term growth prospects.

•	 Classification analysis reveals four meaningful B2B enterprise customer 
profiles that span purchase categories and industries. These profiles are 
the result of patterns in business practices and culture that combine to 
shape buying decisions within a given company.

•	 Each customer profile requires a distinctive combination of digital content, 
guided selling tools and sales support to make high-quality purchases. 
Adjusting the emphasis or timing of different commercial tactics will 
maximize resonance for a given profile.

Recommendations 

To improve customer acquisition and retention:

•	 Use the defining characteristics of Gartner’s four enterprise change 
readiness profiles to identify which profile best fits each of your target 
accounts.

•	 Optimize demand generation effectiveness by applying a mix of content 
and guided selling tools designed to help each customer profile feel more 
prepared for change, given their distinct organizational dynamics.

•	 Boost the resonance of customer engagement by partnering with sales 
to design tailored multichannel campaigns and playbooks for each of the 
customer profiles in your target market.

https://www.gartner.com/en/marketing
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Know the Four Types of B2B Buying Organizations
Many B2B marketers have developed buyer personas for key individuals or 
roles in the buying journey. However, most still segment companies on the 
basis of basic firmographic facts, like industry vertical or revenue band. 
Just as individual buyer personas vary even within the same role, so do 
organizations within the same industry. Companies that look similar on their 
face can have very different buying group preferences and challenges that 
require a tailored approach.

The typical segmentation approach also misses a core insight about the 
nature of B2B buying and change. Most purchases, especially first-time or 
account growth purchases, represent organizational change — often 
involving new capabilities, different processes, a new set of stakeholders and 
unanticipated complexity. According to the 2021 Gartner B2B Buying Survey, 
94% of B2B purchases are made amid organizational change, so even a 
straight rebuy must be integrated in a shifting context.

Marketing within a more expansive organizational context requires marketers 
to develop enterprise personas (or profiles of buying organizations) that 
encompass a mix of attributes. Use this research to help shortcut your 
discovery process and hone your multichannel campaigns for target 
customers and accounts.

Gartner discovered four meaningfully distinct enterprise 
customer profiles that span purchase categories and 
industries, with stark differences in change orientation, 
buying behaviors and commercial outcomes.

We found these profiles through a latent class analysis of over 700 B2B 
buyers who recently considered an organizational purchase. From a 
larger set of potential indicators, the analysis revealed five company-level 
psychographic dimensions that best chalk the field of buying behavior: 
openness to change, innovation appetite, risk taking, distribution of 
authority and flexible decision making. Although individual B2B buyers 
answered the survey, they reported on characteristics of their company 
as a whole. The resulting four enterprise profiles are therefore highly likely 
to shape multiple buying decisions at the same company (see Figure 1).

https://www.gartner.com/en/marketing
https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/gartner-for-marketers/posts/?feedView=all
https://www.gartner.com/en/become-a-client?bacCtaId=bacBannerCtaBecomeaClient
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Figure 1: Company-Level Characteristics That Meaningfully Distinguish Four Enterprise Change Readiness Profiles
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Figure 2: Deal Quality by Enterprise Change Readiness ProfileThese four customer profiles are broadly distributed across company sizes, 
geographies, purchase categories and industries. That means you are likely 
to encounter all four profiles when marketing to prospects and existing 
customers, regardless of what and where you sell. Overall, Fence-Sitters are 
the most common profile at 39% of survey respondents, while Traditionalists 
are the least common at 9% of respondents (for additional detail, download 
the presentation deck at the end of this document).

Even if you already have enterprise personas in place, these profiles can 
enhance your understanding of target customers and accounts (see Improve 
B2B Lead Generation by Defining and Targeting Enterprise Personas). That is 
because they exhibit distinctive content and channel preferences, buying 
behaviors and commercial outcomes. In particular, Adventurers are 
significantly less likely to complete high-quality deals, which are defined 
as ambitious or premium purchases that live up to customers’ expectations 
(see Figure 2).

The additional detail below will help you recognize and appeal to each 
customer profile.
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Source: Gartner
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Tailor Your Demand 
Generation for the 
Four Enterprise 
Change Readiness 
Profiles

Profile No. 1: Traditionalists

Profile No. 2: Fence-Sitters

Profile No. 3: Adventurers

Profile No. 4: Transformers
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Figure 3: Snapshot of the Traditionalists Profile1. Traditionalists
Traditionalists are organizations with fixed structures and systems that avoid 
risk and change (see Figure 3).

•	 Buying Context

Across all four profiles, the vast majority of B2B purchases are made amid 
organizational change, such as digital transformation or restructuring (see 
Engaging B2B Buyers in an Uncertain Environment). However, Traditionalists 
are most likely to experience only one type of change at a time: a change in 
business operations, but not a change in market dynamics or organizational 
structure. This means they are likely to care about realizing the benefits of a 
single change, rather than managing complex interdependencies.

Traditionalists have the longest sales cycles of the four profiles, and they are 
most likely to report purchase stalls, or multiple points when they stopped 
making progress. Their plodding approach risks excessive cautiousness and 
unproductive delays as they seek to preserve the status quo.

Traditionalists: Organizations with fixed structures and 
systems that avoid risk and change

Openness  
to Change

Buying Context
•	 Fewest organizational changes
•	 Longest sales cycles, with most 

purchase stalls

Buying Preferences
•	 Lowest use of digital tools, 

especially apps
•	 Lowest use of social media
•	 Fewest self-service digital 

commerce purchases
•	 Highest likelihood of consensus 

creation in buying group
•	 High preference for gut 

instinct in decision making

How to Help Them
•	 Monitor digital behavior for 

signs of unproductive looping
•	 Equip sales reps to guide 

“sense making” conversations 
using digital tools

Innovation 
Appetite

Risk Taking

Distribution  
of Authority

Flexible  
Decision 
Making

Source: Gartner
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•	 Buying Preferences

The majority of B2B buyers across all four profiles use digital channels, 
technologies and guided selling tools (e.g., supplier mobile apps, interactive 
content) as part of their purchase consideration. However, Traditionalists are 
least likely to do so: A full 22% reported not using any digital tools such as 
diagnostics or calculators. Likewise, Traditionalists are least likely to consult 
social media sources for research or to interact with suppliers on mobile apps.

Traditionalists take a very relationship-based approach to buying. They are 
most likely to report seeking consensus within the buying group, and they 
are most reliant on sales rep assistance to make a purchase. They also report 
using their gut feel, rather than hard data and analytics, for decision making. 
In the context of organizational risk aversion, these buying behaviors and 
preferences likely contribute to slow sales cycles.

•	 How to Help Them

Monitor Traditionalists for signs of unproductive looping, or revisiting tasks 
and decisions without reaching new insight about their needs and goals. 
On digital channels, this could look like consuming the same type of content 
repeatedly. In sales interactions, this could take the form of multiple meetings 
with the same agenda. A simple buying checklist can help Traditionalists 
acknowledge completed tasks and feel ready to move forward. Likewise, 
messaging that emphasizes low risk and high available support can help 
them feel secure in the face of change.

Equip sales reps to take a sense-making approach to buying group 
interactions, helping the group interpret and apply information from 
digital sources and tools, rather than defaulting to gut instinct. The effective 
integration of human and digital information will help these buyers feel secure 
and more confident that they’ve done enough to move on (see How to Build 
a B2B Commercial Strategy That Boosts Customer Confidence).

https://www.gartner.com/en/marketing
https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/gartner-for-marketers/posts/?feedView=all
https://www.gartner.com/en/become-a-client?bacCtaId=bacBannerCtaBecomeaClient
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Figure 4: Snapshot of the Fence-Sitters Profile2. Fence-Sitters
Fence-sitters are organizations that fail to commit to a strong culture or 
direction (see Figure 4).

•	 Buying Context

Fence-Sitters are essentially conformists. Like most companies, they are 
pursuing some degree of digital transformation, but they are relatively 
unlikely to make other types of organizational change. That means they 
may be looking for proven products and services that support continuous 
improvement or business modernization, as opposed to radical innovation.

•	 Buying Preferences

Compared to the other profiles, Fence-Sitters spend more time on 
independent online research, versus meeting with suppliers or other members 
of the buying group. During that research process, they stick to traditional 
channels such as supplier websites and they report lower use of social media.

Across profiles, the average buying group contains between four and 10 
members, each of whom consumes four to 10 information sources. 
Fence-Sitter buyers who research independently may encounter different 
sources than other members of the buying group, and they may not take the 
time to fully wrestle with or reconcile seemingly inconsistent information. 
This buying behavior, in the context of a noncommittal organizational culture, 
could lead the group to focus on what they can easily agree on, such as price 
or a well-known brand.

Fence-Sitters: Organizations that fail to commit to a strong 
culture or direction

Openness  
to Change

Buying Context
•	 Fewer organizational changes, with 

a particular focus on digitalization

Buying Preferences
•	 More time spent on independent 

online research

•	 Lower use of social media

How to Help Them
•	 Use digital tools to encourage 

consensus creation

•	 Share customer testimonials about 
successful incremental change

•	 Deliver commercial insight 
paired with change enablement

Innovation 
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Risk Taking

Distribution  
of Authority

Flexible  
Decision 
Making

Source: Gartner
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Figure 5: SugarCRM’s Guide to Identifying and Managing Buying Stakeholders

Source: Gartner

•	 How to Help Them

Make sure that your website content and guided selling tools, even if 
designed for independent consumption, encourage buyers to consider other 
stakeholders’ perspectives and needs. For example, SugarCRM’s content 
provides visibility into common stakeholder objections and coaching on how 
to best respond (see Figure 5). Fence-Sitters may especially value testimonials 
that demonstrate how others have successfully used your product to manage 
incremental change (see Build, Deploy and Manage a B2B Customer Advocacy 
Program That Works).

If you’re not the safe bet in your category, use commercial insight to shock 
Fence-Sitters out of complacency and motivate more decisive action. 
Commercial insights capture customers’ current thinking, expose the flaws or 
misinformation in this thinking, and then present a better course of action tied 
to your unique strengths (see Ignition Guide to Creating a Lead Generation 
Campaign). Pair commercial insight with practical change enablement to 
make the better way forward feel incremental and within reach.
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Figure 6: Snapshot of the Adventurers Profile3. Adventurers
Adventurers are organizations whose openness to risk and change exceeds 
their practical readiness (see Figure 6).

•	 Buying Context

Adventurers have the most discordant organizational cultures: 
Their leaders prize risk taking and adaptability, yet their technologies, 
structures and decision-making processes are rigid. Gartner research has 
found that transformational change often creates these “cultural tensions,” 
or a mismatch between new values and legacy practices (see How to 
Communicate to Improve Employee Engagement and Culture).

In fact, Adventurers are overwhelmed by change. Compared to Traditionalists 
and Fence-Sitters, they are more likely to experience multiple types of changes 
simultaneously. They also report the highest environmental uncertainty, or 
the belief that their organization is changing in an unpredictable manner. This 
pattern of responses suggests the organization is attempting to change too 
fast or too much, beyond its own capacity to absorb.

Concerningly, Adventurers have the lowest-quality deals, the highest 
purchase regret — and the shortest sales cycles. Their aggressive goals 
lead to fast, ill-considered purchase decisions that do not yield long-term 
value for either the winning supplier or the buying organization.

Adventurers: Organizations whose openness to risk and 
change exceeds their readiness

Openness  
to Change

Buying Context
•	 Multiple organizational changes, 

with highest uncertainty
•	 Shortest sales cycles
•	 Lowest quality deals and 

most purchase regret

Buying Preferences
•	 Lowest consensus creation and 

most conflict in buying group
•	 Highest number of asynchronous 

buying tasks
•	 Highest use of third-party sources
•	 High preference for gut instinct 

in decision making

How to Help Them
•	 Use course-changing digital 

experiences to prompt slower 
deliberation

•	 Provide introductory buyer 
and change enablement

Innovation 
Appetite

Risk Taking

Distribution  
of Authority

Flexible  
Decision 
Making

Source: Gartner
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•	 Buying Preferences

It’s no surprise that the chaotic operating environment spills over to 
Adventurers’ buying group dynamics. Adventurers are least likely to report 
seeking consensus and they are most likely to report buying group conflict. 
Compared to other profiles, Adventurers work on the most buying tasks 
asynchronously, which creates less room fordiscussion. Decision makers 
may rush ahead without a complete, shared understanding of 
organizational needs.

Adventurers also report the highest use of third-party information sources, 
such as industry experts and blogs. Suppliers have little direct control 
over the information they will find there or how they will interpret it. This is 
especially worrisome given that Adventurers report a high preference for 
decisions based on gut instinct, rather than facts and data. Adventurers may 
be cherry-picking information that fits their preconceived notions and strong 
bias toward action.

•	 How to Help Them

Adventurers need a lot of help to get to mutually valuable purchase 
decisions. This makes them less attractive prospects from a lead scoring 
or account tiering perspective. Nevertheless, Adventurers make up 20% 
of survey respondents, and you’ll probably find them among your existing 
customer base.

Above all, Adventurers need to slow down and reexamine their own 
needs and goals. Use course-changing digital experiences to intentionally 
slow these buyers down and help them engage in productive, regret-
minimizing reflection. For example, Export Development Canada (EDC) 
created a knowledge hub to help small exporters gather market intelligence 
and assess their readiness to export (see Figure 7). To learn more, see 
Working Across Functions to Design Digital Customer Experiences That 
Boost Loyalty. You may need to partner with third-party experts to drive 
adoption of these experiences.

Once they have chosen a path, equip Adventurers with introductory 
buyer and change enablement resources. These should contain highly 
prescriptive advice and practical support for completing specific buying 
tasks and managing the change surrounding a purchase decision. In 
particular, Adventurers need templates and checklists that prompt them 
to identify shared goals and sources of value across the buying group 
(see How to Create Content That Drives B2B Purchases). After an initial 
sale, these customers will need additional implementation guidance to 
get full value from your product.

https://www.gartner.com/en/marketing
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Figure 7: Sample Output From EDC’s Knowledge Hub

EDC brings together multiple data 
sources to help customers efficiently 
build their knowledge of foreign markets. 

Where are you in the journey?

Whether you’re exporting products, services or experiences,  
discover the next step for your business. Click the timeline below to  
locate where you are now; and see what you might want to do next.

Am i ready 
to export?

Build an 
export plan

Identify 
target 

markets

Finding 
customers

Identify 
finance 

requirements

Managing 
risk

Entering 
target 

markets

EDC encourages customer self-reflection 
about their journey stage and paths them 
to contextually relevant resources.
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4. Transformers

Transformers are organizations whose appetite for change is backed by firm 
resource commitments (see Figure 8).

•	 Buying Context

Where Adventurers are stymied by change, Transformers lead it. Compared 
to other profiles, Transformers report the highest number of simultaneous 
changes, yet they also report the lowest environmental uncertainty. They 
also have relatively short sales cycles. On their face, Transformers are the 
most attractive customer profile for complex solution sales and early-stage 
markets. Their combination of ambition and change management proficiency 
makes them more likely to generate account growth opportunities, as they 
successfully integrate past purchases and move to scale employee access or 
address growing needs.

•	 Buying Preferences

Transformers are digital natives who complete more of their buying tasks 
remotely and asynchronously. Critically, they do not experience the same 
degree of buying group dysfunction as do Adventurers. Their superior 
technology investment almost certainly helps them collaborate well 
across boundaries of space and time.

Compared to other profiles, Transformers report higher use of guided 
selling tools to analyze their business performance. In the backdrop of 
frequent but well-managed organizational change, this buying behavior 
reflects a commitment to continually evaluate their own progress and 
buy what is necessary to get to the next level of performance.

Figure 8: Snapshot of the Transformers Profile

Source: Gartner
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Conclusion
Use Gartner’s organizational buying profiles to quickly enhance your customer 
understanding. Map each profile’s defining characteristics to your existing 
target accounts. Then, partner with sales to design digital content, campaigns 
and sales support that will resonate with each customer profile that you choose 
to pursue. Ultimately, this will help your customers overcome unproductive 
behaviors and even shift their companies to a better state of change readiness.

•	 How to Help Them

Because Transformers have centralized decision making, it is especially 
important to elevate your value proposition to appeal to strong central 
functions (e.g., finance, procurement). In doing so, you will need to highlight 
your unique advantage so the discussion doesn’t devolve to price.

Although change enablement can be a unifying theme that resonates 
with multiple functions, Transformers don’t need foundational guidance on 
change management. In fact, they should be recognized as industry leaders. 
Transformers will respond best to change enablement resources that help 
them reinforce their leadership position by preparing for the next set of 
emerging trends disrupting their industry (see Improving Your B2B Content 
Strategy to Resonate in Times of Disruption).
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