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Executive Summary

As we move into 2022, new challenges arise and age-old barriers remain. 
Consumers are changing their purchasing habits to overcome sluggish 
supply chains.1 Retailers are struggling to serve customers due to labor 
shortages.² And social media platforms are amplifying political and cultural 
divides.³ In the United Kingdom, a recent study revealed that almost a 
quarter of workers are planning to change jobs.⁴ And between June and 
August 2021, 12.1 million workers in the United States voluntarily quit their 
jobs.5 Fueled by the great resignation, the smoldering war for talent is now 
in a full-on burn. 

In the world of B2B buying and selling, these challenges are juxtaposed 
against technological innovation, sweeping demographic shifts, and 
rapid sales technology consolidation. It is against this backdrop that we 
sought to understand how sales leaders were adapting. In August 2021, 
Outreach commissioned Forrester Consulting to conduct a survey of 212 
sales leaders representing more than twenty industries at companies with 
headquarters in the UK and North America. 

Fueled by the great resignation, 
the smoldering war for talent is 
now in a full-on burn.
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Key Findings

Sales leaders understand their world is changing. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has forever changed the way we work. 
Sales leaders are adopting new strategies to set their 
organizations up for both short- and long-term success.

Sales leaders are focused on upskilling their talent. In 
the hyper-hybrid world of buying and selling, sellers need 
enhanced skills to layer on top of their traditional methods. 
In response, sales leaders at organizations have invested 
or plan to invest in internal sales training for their managers 
(85%) and sales reps (89%).

Forecasting is ineffective and inefficient at many 
organizations. Sixty percent of respondents said they don’t 
have a well-defined or a scientific approach to forecasting. 
This leads to inaccurate “calls” and wasted time across 
sales, operations, and finance organizations.

Diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) is taking center 
stage. Sixty-nine percent of respondents say that buyers 
are asking about their stance on social justice, and 67% of 
respondents say it’s important for their teams to represent 
the world around them. Sales leaders in both North 
America and the UK recognize DEI as a necessary aspect 
to success. However, UK leaders hold this to a higher 
standard than their North American counterparts.
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There is no going back to the way things were in 2019. Over the last two 
years, businesses have made a permanent shift to digital. Business buyers 
engage with interactive tools on supplier websites; corporate employees 
blend professional and personal activities as they navigate their work-
from-home lifestyles; and seven-figure deals get closed without onsite 
sales meetings. While these and other trends were in play years ahead of 
COVID-19, the pandemic has dramatically accelerated transformation at all 
types of companies.6 

In a matter of months, B2B companies and sales organizations specifically 
have had to reinvent themselves. While buyer preferences for onsite sales 
meetings have been on the decline since 2017, prior to the pandemic most 
sellers still believed onsite customer meetings and in-office team-based 
synergies were linked to success.7 At the beginning of the pandemic, some 
sales leaders — particularly those in more traditional industries — were so 
focused on the in-person sales dynamic that they chose to wait out the 
return to normalcy on the sidelines. More than two years later, it’s clear 
that a digital-first mindset is essential for success. In surveying 212 sales 
leaders, we found that:

• Sales leaders are adapting to the changing landscape. The top three 
factors influencing respondents’ go-to-market strategies are the shift 
to digital commerce, changing buyer preferences, and the uncertain 
economic environment due to COVID-19. Respondents understand that 
the sales landscape has transformed, and they are actively working to 
adapt.

• Workforce dynamics are causing new challenges for sales leaders. 
With the balance of power shifting to employees, today’s workforce is 
becoming more and more demanding. Sales leaders need to stretch 
their skill sets to meet these and other rising expectations. The top 
challenges respondents currently face are leading a multigenerational 
workforce, adapting to evolving buyer preferences and behaviors, and 
the uncertain economic environment (see Figure 1).  

A Digital-First Mindset Is Essential For Success
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Figure 1

“As a sales leader, what are the top challenges you currently face in your role?”

Leading a 
multigenerational 
salesforce

The pace at which 
buyer preferences 
and behaviors are 
evolving

An uncertain 
economic 
environment

Base: 212 sales leaders in various industries across North America and the UK
Source: A commissioned study conducted by Forrester Consulting on behalf of Outreach Corporation, August 2021
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Sellers, Managers, And Leaders Need Updated Skills 

Business buyers’ preferences and behaviors are 
changing so quickly that sales professionals now 
need new and wide-ranging skills to keep up. 
Forrester’s survey found that sales representatives 
need: technology and data fluency; the ability to lead 
interactions with data and insights; to be creative 
problem solvers; and to have strong relationship 
building skills. Managers must be adept at using technology to increase 
their leverage, and leaders need to hone their financial acumen.  

As customer and employee expectations rise, it’s becoming more and 
more difficult for reps, managers, and leaders to obtain all the skills they 
need to succeed. Forrester’s research found:

• Sales reps need to update their skills and embrace technology. 
Over half of respondents agree that their sellers need new or 
updated skills to succeed in the current environment. Sales leaders 
believe reps need new or updated skills to successfully turn data 
analytics into insights (55%) and to make better use of existing tools 
in their sales tech stacks (58%).

• Sales managers have not yet mastered critical skills. Respondents 
said the most valuable attribute of a sales manager is their ability 
to consume, analyze, and act on data. However, only 30% of 
respondents say their managers have mastered this skill, indicating 
that 17% of their managers don’t have this skill at all. Coaching 
skills were the second-most valuable attribute, but only 41% of 
respondents say their managers have mastered this skill, indicating 
that 15% don’t have this skill at all.

The days of leading 
with a two-dimensional 

carrot and stick are 
well behind us.

Organizations have either invested or plan to invest 
in internal sales training for their managers (85%) and 
sales reps (89%).
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• Sales leaders need to engage with empathy and accountability. 
The days of leading with a two-dimensional carrot and stick are well 
behind us. In a complex global and sociopolitical environment, sales 
leaders must not only lead with empathy and accountability, but they 
should also expect to have strong financial acumen and operational 
management skills. Sales respondents indicated that the most valuable 
skills for a chief revenue officer (CRO) are strong financial skills, strong 
forecasting skills, and the ability to deliver predictable growth.

• Sales leaders are focused on reskilling reps and managers. 
Organizations have either invested or plan to invest in internal sales 
training for their managers (85%) and sales reps (89%). Organizations 
are also investing in sales enablement training for their managers (73%) 
and sales reps (75%) (see Figures 2 and 3). 

Figure 2

“How much do you agree with the following statements?”

Strongly agree Agree

My team needs new/updated skills to fully utilize and maximize our sales technology investments.

My team needs new/updated skills to turn data and analytics into insights.

My team needs new/updated skills to lead with insights.

My team needs new/updated skills to succeed in a digital/virtual/hybrid environment.

Base: 212 sales leaders in various industries across North America and the UK
Source: A commissioned study conducted by Forrester Consulting on behalf of Outreach Corporation, August 2021

28% 31%

24% 32%

22% 26%

12% 40%
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FIRMS LACK ACCURATE AND EFFICIENT FORECASTING 
METHODOLOGIES 

Amid many changes, the need to deliver predictable and efficient revenue 
growth remains consistent. Forecasting is an essential activity for sellers, 
managers, and leaders as it allows businesses to predict their earnings and 
plan for future investments. However, Forrester’s data revealed that many 
sales leaders rely on guesswork and intuition rather than science-based 
methodologies to deliver their forecasts. 

• Sales reps spend too much time forecasting. Seventy-three percent 
of respondents say members of their sales teams spend over 10 
hours a week on forecasting; and 12% spend over 20 hours a week 
on forecasting. Sales professionals are most effective when they are 
interacting with prospects and customers, 
curating content, and negotiating and closing 
deals. While forecasting is a critical activity, 
firms should create better efficiencies around 
this process.

• Sales leaders rely on the art, rather than 
the science of forecasting. Sixty percent of 
respondents say their forecast methodology is 
qualitative in nature, while 13% of respondents 

Figure 3

“What are your organization’s plans to invest the following reskilling/
upskilling for your … ”

Invested We plan to invest in the next 12 months

Internal sales 
enablement function

Internal sales training

Base: 212 sales leaders in various industries across North America and the UK
Source: A commissioned study conducted by Forrester Consulting on behalf of Outreach Corporation, August 2021

managers

31% 42%

19% 66%

sellers

41% 34%

62% 26%

In an environment 
where volatility is the 
norm rather than the 

exception, sales leaders 
will face increased 

pressure to get their 
forecasts right.
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admitted their forecasting process is inconsistent. 
Firms that lack a forecasting methodology are 
playing a game of guess-and-check, which 
explains why inefficiencies and inaccuracies are 
rampant at many organizations. 

• Current forecasts are inaccurate. Only 43% of 
respondents are forecasting within 10% accuracy. 
Even more glaring, 10% of respondents indicate that they regularly miss 
their forecasts by 25% or more. In an environment where volatility is 
the norm rather than the exception, sales leaders will face increased 
pressure to get their forecasts right.

• Most firms lack the tools to make real-time course corrections. 
Without the tools to automatically capture and upload buyer and seller 
behavioral activity across the revenue cycle, sales leaders lack the 
visibility to know which deals are most at risk. Only one-quarter of 
respondents said they had the necessary tools to save at-risk deals 
(see Figure 4).

60%
of respondents don’t 

have a well-defined 
or scientific approach 

to forecasting.  
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Figure 4

“On average, how accurate are your organization’s sales forecasts, 
from the start of the reporting period?"

“Compared with our starting forecast, we … ”

Base: 212 sales leaders in various industries across North America and the UK
Source: A commissioned study conducted by Forrester Consulting on behalf of Outreach Corporation, August 2021

Typically finish 
within 5%

Typically finish 
within 15%

Typically finish 
within 10%

Typically finish 
within 25%

Regularly miss by 
more than 25%

12% 35%38% 8% 4%

12%  spend 
over 20 hours.

73% of the sales  
team spends  
over 10 hours  
a week on forecasting.
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COVID-19 wasn’t the only transformative aspect 
of 2020. As employees and customers alike 
increased their demands for equality, both 
personally and in the workplace, the emergence 
of diversity, equity, and inclusion as an 
organizationwide priority also took center stage. 
And this was not just a phase: 69% of respondents 
say that buyers are asking about their stance 
on social justice, and 46% believe this ask will 
increase in importance over the next two years. Since sellers are the first 
point of contact for a company, sales reps must represent the world around 
them and organizations must commit to DEI or risk losing revenue and 
talent. Forrester’s research found:

• Sales leaders understand the importance of corporate DEI. 
Respondents believe that the ability to communicate their company’s 
values to customers and prospects will become more important over 
the next two years. Because of this, 82% of respondents expect their 
CEO to take a stand on social issues.

• Sales leaders understand the need for diverse teams. Sales leaders 
understand the importance of representation: 67% of respondents 
say it’s important for their team to represent the world around them. 
Respondents believe the diversity of their sales team is important and 
will increase in importance over the next two years. 

• Sales leaders in the UK are practicing what they preach. DEI is not 
just a talk track in the UK; sales leaders prioritize DEI in their daily 
practices. UK-based respondents indicated that the ability to recruit 
and retain a diverse sales team is the third-most valuable attribute of a 
CRO, preceding both the ability to make data-driven decisions and have 
strong forecasting skills. 

Sales Leaders Must Walk The Walk On Diversity, Equity, 
And Inclusion

UK leaders hold DEI to a higher standard than 
their North American counterparts. 

If North American  
sales firms continue 

to deprioritize DEI 
initiatives, they risk 

losing deals and talent. 
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• North American sales leaders need to prioritize DEI. Sales 
respondents in North America say DEI is important, but they are not 
ranking DEI efforts over other priorities. The ability for a CRO to recruit 
and retain a diverse sales team was valued ninth out of 11 response 
options. Respondents ranked almost every other sales leadership skill 
first. This is problematic as customers are demanding diversity now. 
If North American sales organizations continue to deprioritize DEI 
initiatives, they risk losing deals and talent. 
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Key Recommendations

The new era of sales is here. Sales leaders must embrace change and  
adapt to the new world if they want to remain successful. Forrester’s  
in-depth survey of 212 sales leaders in North America and the UK yielded  
the following recommendations:

 Prepare for and expect the unexpected. 

There’s no getting around the fact that we are in a highly dynamic and 
volatile world. As we move from the pandemic to endemic, business 
buyers will continue to evolve, talent will get more demanding, economic 
uncertainty will prevail, and technology will continue to proliferate. Sales 
leaders must craft agile strategies, embrace new technologies, and be 
prepared to adapt at a moment’s notice.

 Double down on training for reps and managers. 

Now is not the time to take your foot off the pedal regarding training, 
development, and enablement programs. Augment internal enablement 
teams with external specialty training to ensure your reps and managers gain 
the new competencies to succeed in both your current selling environment 
and what comes next. Reps need to learn how to walk digital hallways by 
curating and sharing content across social platforms, and managers need to 
understand how to use data to become better coaches. 

 Lean into the science and overlay the art. 

Selling has and always will be a blend of science and art. We now have the 
tools, data sets, and insights to allow sales leaders to rely more heavily on 
science versus intuition to run their businesses. Leaders should embrace 
new forecasting tools that allow them to get accurate real-time visibility into 
the health of their deals, pipelines, and forecasts and to course correct at a 
moment’s notice.
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 Pay more than lip service to DEI initiatives. 

Don’t wait until you lose deals or can’t retain talent to fully commit to and 
prioritize DEI within your sales organization. The world has and continues 
to change. Your sales staff expects you to understand and know what your 
company and organization stands for, and your prospects and customers 
want to do business with companies that take a stand and reflect the world 
around them.
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COMPANY SIZE

500-999 employees 24%

1,000-4,999 employees 47%

5,000- 19,999 employees 18%

20,000 or more employees 11%RESPONDENT LEVEL

C-level 19%

Vice president 33%

Director 48%

REGION

North America 49%

UK 51%

In this study, Forrester conducted an online survey of 212 sales leaders at organizations in the US, 
Canada, and the UK to evaluate the state of sales. Survey participants included sales leaders at B2B and 
B2B2C companies. Respondents were offered a small incentive as a thank-you for time spent on the 
survey. The study began and was completed in August 2021.

Appendix A: Methodology

Appendix B: Demographics

Appendix C: Endnotes
1 Source: “Predictions 2022: Customer Experience,” Forrester Research, Inc., October 27, 2021.
² Source: Lorna O’Hanlon, “The Truth Behind the Retail Labor Shortage,” Rethink Retail, July 28, 2021 
(https://www.rethink.industries/article/the-truth-behind-the-retail-labor-shortage/).

³ Source: Lee, S., Rojas, H., & Yamamoto, M. (2021). Social Media, Messaging Apps, and Affective 
Polarization in the United States and Japan. Mass Communication and Society; Chadwick, A., Vaccari, C., 
& Kaiser, J. (2021). The amplification of exaggerated and false news on social media: the roles of platform 
use, motivations, affect, and ideology (Version 1). Loughborough University. 

⁴ Source: Miles Brignall, “‘The Great Resignation’: almost one in four UK workers planning job change,” 
The Guardian, Work & careers, October 31, 2021 (https://www.theguardian.com/money/2021/nov/01/the-
great-resignation-almost-one-in-four-workers-planning-job-change).

⁵ Source: Raisa Bruner, “Young People Are Leaving Their Jobs In Record Numbers—And Not Going Back,” 
TIME, October 29, 2021 (https://time.com/6111245/young-workers-quitting/).

⁶ Source: “The Democratization Of B2B Sales,” Forrester Research, Inc., August 3, 2020.
⁷ Source: Ibid. 

Appendix

B2B LEADERS USHER IN A NEW ERA OF SALES  16




