
The New Business-to-Business Inside Sales

Abstract
Business-to-business inside sales has been 
transformed by the Internet. Fewer inside sales 
representatives generate leads strictly by cold 
calling, instead they qualify, and close, 
self-identified leads generated by inbound 
marketing. Rather than focusing on transactions, 

they build relationships. Instead of providing 
information — which has mostly migrated online 
— they provide context, insight and answer 
non-routine queries. Enabled by technology, 
today’s business-to-business inside salesperson 
is far different than the historical model.
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Historically, the inside salesperson was the 
information repository and transaction 
generator. If a customer needed information, the 
inside salesperson looked it up. If the customer 
needed to complete a transaction, the salesperson 
took the information, entered it into the selling 
organization’s enterprise resource planning 
(“ERP”) system, and processed the order. Today, 
most business-to-business sellers offer information 
and order origination online. Customers can 
serve themselves. The transactional side of the 
inside salesperson’s job has been largely 
automated.

Previously, new business generation may have 
been conducted by cold calling, usually from a list 
procured by marketing which was called “leads” 
but was just organizations identified by their 
demographics as potential customers. Today, 
inbound online marketing is often used to 
generate leads. The new inside salesperson in 
business-to-business is focused on customer 
dialogue, on customizing the lead nurturing 
process and on building relationships. We break 
this new relational role into three categories — 
providing context, insight, and answering 
non-routine queries.

Transactional vs. Relational
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Since the beginning of the science of direct 
marketing, business-to-business (“B-to-B”) 
marketers have been focused on qualifying 
organizations who may be potential customers 
(“suspects”) by their demographics and 
psychographics. Demographics are descriptors of 
the suspect such as standard industrial 
classification (“SIC“) code, physical address, 
website, number of employees, etc. 
Psychographics are the suspect organization’s 
behavior, such as the trade shows they attend, 
the willingness to accept new vendor 
relationships and the dynamics of their internal 
organization. For B-to-B sellers, demographic 
information is available from a variety of 
information vendors such as InfoUSA, Hoovers 
and Dun and Bradstreet. Psychographic 
information is more elusive. Associations will rent 

their conference attendee lists and magazines 
will rent their subscription lists, but these 
psychographic indicators are simply        
reference points.

Today’s inbound marketing is more precise, 
because inbound marketing encourages suspects 
to self-identify, to label themselves 
“psychographic qualified.” If someone is 
searching on the web for the product you offer 
and responds by filling in an inquiry form or 
providing their email address, they are 
demonstrating the behavior of self-interest. If 
they are from a suspect business that fits the 
selling organization’s demographic profile, they 
should be dropped into the lead nurturing 
bucket, and be contacted by the inside salesperson.

Psychographics and Demographics
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With today’s inbound marketing channels, 
marketers have become experts in getting 
potential customers to self-identify. The inquirers 
however, may have only a vague understanding 
of what the selling organization provides. In 
many organizations, marketing will take these 
inbound leads and separate leads from 
organizations that fit their top demographic 
profile and assign them to the new inside 
salesperson to qualify. Inquirers from 
organizations outside of the demographic profile, 
or lowest levels of the demographic profile, may 
be assigned to a marketing lead nurturing 
platform until they express enough interest to be 
deemed prospects — or an organization with an 
articulated need. If the self-identified suspect fits 
the top demographic profile, the inside 
salesperson will be assigned the task of 
generating sufficient interest to commence a 
sales cycle. If the self-identified suspect is outside 
of the top demographic profile, marketing will be 
assigned the task of generating sufficient interest 
to commence a sales cycle.

For example, galvanizing plants take fabricated 
steel structures and apply a coating of molten 
zinc to protect the structures from rusting. 
Suspects would include all structural steel 
fabricators within an economical shipping 

distance from their plant. Suspect demographics 
could be determined from a list of steel 
fabricators and others identified by SIC code, 
within say a 300-mile radius. As suspects 
self-identify by visiting the galvanizing plant’s 
website, the plant’s marketing department can 
identify by email domain addresses and URLs 
those self-identified suspects that fit the 
demographic of their ideal suspect and provide 
those to their new inside salespeople to qualify. 
Of course, many other people and organizations 
self-identify as well: students preparing term 
papers, hobby machinists with a very small 
project, a utility company with a bucket of bolts 
they need galvanized. These can be nurtured by 
marketing, and when genuine interest has been 
expressed, and the suspect self-qualifies, they may 
be contacted by the inside salesperson as well.

Context is defined as defining an effective sales 
cycle with an inquirer or disqualifying an inquiry. 
Websites provide a lot of data, but little context. 
How does what the selling organization offers 
really fit a specific inquirer? What steps does the 
inquirer go through to make a purchasing 
decision? Context is also a two-way street — does 
this inquirer’s needs fit what the selling 
organization can profitably deliver?

Context and Customer Engagement

© 2018 Business Performance Group, Inc.6



If your business sells only products, perhaps a 
bad customer is only someone who uses the 
product in a way which may cause harm to 
themselves or others or can’t pay for what they 
bought. If your business sells services however, a 
bad customer may also be a customer who 
demands more than the selling organization can 
deliver or requires service customization or 
tailoring which make the service delivery 
unprofitable.

The first step of context customer engagement 
for the new inside sales representative is 
qualifying, taking an inquiry and matching the 
potential customer’s needs to what the selling 
organization provides. This investigative process 
historically required a series of closed-ended 
questions — a decision tree. Today however, the 
process requires open-ended questions and 
story-listening and telling. Often the question “tell 
me a little about your business” will unleash a 
narrative from the inquirer, a torrent of business 
issues they are trying to solve — if only they knew 
how. Websites, rich in data, often generate 
databases full of inquiries — but many may be 
unqualified, even if they fit the demographic. 
These qualification conversations are critically 
important for the new inside salesperson. They 
become experts in polishing these diamonds in 
the rough — efficiently and effectively.

The second duty of providing context is 
generating interest. Once the inside salesperson 
detects a potential match, he or she must 
generate enough interest to sustain the inquirer 
through the sales process. With today’s 
technology laden products, and extensive 
services, the journey from inquirer to customer 
may take a substantial investment of time. 
Interest is the currency used to propel the 
inquirer along this road. Think of each step of the 
sales cycle as a toll road where the inquirer must 
pay a fee of their time. Generated interest is the 
capital required to pay the toll.

The third duty of context is to uncover the buying 
process of the inquirer. Who is on the buying 
committee — the group of people inside the 
inquirer’s organization who will influence the 
buying decision? Next, what is their timeline? Is 
this something that is urgent, or is it a 
backburner issue? How about their budget? 
Finally, what elements of risk are involved? Did 
they have an expensive technology 
implementation terminated? Did they struggle 
with a competitor of the selling organization? 
What uncertainties could influence the        
buying decision?

The fourth duty of context is to create a sales 
cycle which matches the buyer’s profile. In today’s 
world this lead nurturing process is more 
automated. Marketing can create a whole series 
of trigger emails and promotions, but the 
effectiveness will often be determined by how 
well the new inside salesperson provided context.

For example, if an inquirer is working on a 
business initiative which is named by their CEO 
“Let’s Have 2020 Vision!”, the automated 
marketing chain will be more impactful if it refers 
to the initiative by name. Certainly, an email in 
the inbox of the inquirer with “Let’s Have 2020 
Vision!” as a subject line will be read. “The Techno 
200 System,” referring to the selling 
organization’s product or service, may not. 
Beyond the name of the initiative, automated 
lead nurturing can be expanded to include 
everyone in the buying committee and be 
targeted to the inquirer’s timeline. Because the 
new telephone salesperson probed for risk, lead 
nurturing can address these issues — perhaps a 
plant or facility tour would help or references and 
case studies. The better the context the inside 
salesperson can provide, the more targeted and 
more effective will be the lead nurturing process, 
and the more customized and individualized will 
be the approach.
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Insight is defined as business sales intelligence. 
The new inside salesperson is responsible for 
intercepting customer business issues before 
they become needs to position the selling 
organization as the solution. For example, if your 
business sells a suite of online applications, and a 
customer has one application currently, the new 
inside salesperson is responsible for 
understanding the customer’s business 
sufficiently to make recommendations for 
additional purchases before the customer has 
actively defined their needs. If the customer has 
an accounting package, the new inside 
salesperson may recommend the payroll 
application because the firm has acquired an 
affiliate or recommend a human resources 
package because they hired remote, home-based 
employees. Without this intelligence, the selling 
organization may only know about these 
potential opportunities when the customer issues 
a request for proposal. Getting in early allows the 
selling organization to define the opportunity on 
their own terms, without competition.

Business intelligence is derived from 
understanding a customer’s opportunities and 
strategies. Opportunities are situations the 
customer is trying to exploit to grow their 
business. For example, a contractor who just was 
awarded a new project, or a law firm that just 
merged with another. A strategy is a long-term 

goal or project established by the customer.

When an opportunity happens, or a strategy is 
set, customers don’t know yet what they need to 
buy, if anything, from other businesses to take 
advantage of the opportunity or execute the 
strategy. The customer’s thinking initially is at a 
high-level. No request for proposal parameters or 
vendor lists have been created. The new inside 
salesperson who builds a relationship sufficiently 
to uncover these opportunities and strategies will 
have the opening to help define the solution, long 
before the selling organization’s competitors are 
even aware of the potential.

This is one of the benefits of the trade show. A 
potential customer wanders by the selling 
organization’s booth, looks at the graphics, and 
casually asks “what do you do?” The selling 
organization’s representative briefly describes 
their firm, its products and services, and then 
equally as casually says. “Tell me about your 
company.” The goal is to find the connection. Is 
there business we can do together? The new 
inside salesperson does the same thing, only 
using technology such as screen shares to 
provide the graphics. Context is the solution the 
customer wants to pursue now, insight is the 
business intelligence which allows the selling 
organization to propose solutions to customer 
opportunities and strategies before the buying 
process even starts.

So, what is a business relationship for the new 
inside salesperson? Historically, the relationship 
was personal. In the transactional days, the 
inside salesperson may engage in a few minutes 
of small talk with a customer while looking up 
information or entering an order. Over time, the 
customer and the inside salesperson got to know 
one another. Today’s new inside salesperson 
must go beyond the personal, to establish a true 
business relationship. This requires 
understanding the customer’s opportunities and 
strategies, knowing who influences the buying 
decisions, and developing a true understanding 
of what makes the customer’s business tick.

Insight and Customer Engagement
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Non-routine queries are questions not answered 
on your website. For an existing customer, it may 
be a customer service issue. For an inquirer, they 
may search for an answer, but may need to talk 
to someone to get it answered.

Almost every organization works hard to define 
“frequently asked questions” (“FAQ’s”) on their 
website. As new questions surface, the FAQs are 
expanded. But there are some questions that are 
non-routine and apply to specific potential
user cases.

For example, consider the previous example of 
the galvanizing plant. A potential customer may 
be considering sending a mixed truck load of 
materials to be galvanized; some fabricated 
staircases for the outside of a stadium, some 
hardware to attach the staircases, and some 
fabricated “U” bolts for attaching a drainage pipe 
on the outside of a building. The potential 
customer is wondering. “How long will I wait from 
the time I drop off this mixed load until the plant 
completes the work?” This non-routine query 
would be hard to standardize in any FAQ. It is the 
kind of question an inside salesperson can answer.

Non-Routine Queries
and Customer Engagement
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Today’s new inside salesperson is enabled with 
technology. Historically, the inside salesperson 
had a wall of binders chock full of information, a 
telephone and an order entry screen. Now, most 
inside salespeople are provided with lead 
identification and nurturing tools such as 
HubSpot and a robust customer relationship 
management (“CRM”) system for tracking 
demographics, psychographics and their own 
customer narrative. They have an email and text 
system, a possible chat platform for 
communicating with customers, and usually a 
sophisticated phone system to capture metrics, 

dial calls, and instantly display the customer’s 
CRM record on an inbound call.

Today’s new inside salesperson can create 
sophisticated proposals using marketing 
templates, conduct “screen share” meetings using 
a web-based tool and run their sales pitches 
through a computer program enabled with 
artificial intelligence to help them improve the 
tone, persuasiveness and effectiveness of their 
approach. They see a customer’s full purchasing 
history from the ERP system at a glance.

Sales Enablement
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The historical inside salesperson “smiled and 
dialed.” Today’s new inside salesperson dials the 
phone but may also do screen share 
presentations with customers using platforms 
such as WebEx or Go-To-Meeting. They may 
message customers using text, send a customer 
an email, or answer a chat function. They plan 
their dialogues more carefully than they did 
historically, making sure they have good 
questions, a call objective and next steps. Rarely 
do they use scripts, but they do use call outlines, 
to guide the shape and texture of the call, but not 
every word.

Some customers are email centric, preferring 
communications which can be answered on their 
schedule. This places a premium on the time 
spent in dialogue. Today’s new inside salesperson 
engages in richer conversations. After all, 
transactional details can be handled online or via 
email or text, relational understanding takes 
place during dialogue.

Today’s new inside salesperson then must be 
articulate both on the phone and in writing. Their 
writing skills must include the ability to condense a 
message for text or expand on a message in email.

The New Inside Salesperson’s Day
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The required skill level of the new inside 
salesperson is considerably higher today. In the 
days of transaction processing, systems and 
product knowledge were essential, as well as 
acceptable retail and phone skills. Today’s inside 
salesperson needs additional aptitudes, 
knowledge, skills and attitudes.

Aptitude is something the selling organization 
hires. Aptitudes are hard to change, because they 
come from our personalities. The new inside 
salesperson needs the aptitude of business 
curiosity, an abiding interest in finding out what 
makes each inquirer and customer tick. An 
applicant who is only self-interested or is only 
interested in persuading someone else as quickly 
as possible, will not be successful.

An additional required aptitude is customer 
empathy, the ability to put oneself in the 
customer’s shoes. This is different than customer 
sympathy. Most sales managers have the 
experience of managing a representative so 
sympathetic to a customer they often become 
pariahs within the selling organization. Empathy 
is the emotional component of business curiosity. 
The ability to pick up nuances during dialogue, 
the ability to flex their communication style to 

match a customer or an inquirer, and the ability 
to discern, from tone of voice and other 
non-verbal clues, important information.

Knowledge historically was product information. 
Now, the customer or the inside sales 
representative can look up most product 
information easily. Today, the new inside 
salesperson must be able to develop context, and 
to develop the use case for each situation. This 
requires a deeper knowledge of applications, of 
how your product or service is used in a 
customer’s business. This requires knowledge of 
not only the selling organization’s products and 
services, but knowledge of how customers do 
what they do to be successful.

Skills historically were focused on talking. Now, 
the new inside salesperson must listen two-thirds 
of the time and talk one-third of the time. They 
must be experts at probing for deep 
understanding, and once this understanding is 
built, position the selling organization’s products 
and services as solutions. This ability to sell using 
dialogue is a critical skill. They also need to be 
able to communicate by writing — text, emails 
and perhaps chat.

Historically, the attitude of the inside salesperson 
may have been tepid. When confronted with an 
issue the selling organization created, such as a 
late delivery, defective product or high price, the 
representative may have sided with the 
customer, explaining. “We’re short handed in 
shipping, the manufacturer has had problems 
with that product, or we’re proud of our prices.” 
The inside salesperson understood their job was 
to keep their personal relationship, by siding with 
the customer. Today, the attitude required is to 
be positive and supportive of the selling 
organization. Not as an unrestricted cheerleader, 
but as an advocate, both for their customer and 
their employer.

Traits of the Successful New
Inside Salesperson

© 2018 Business Performance Group, Inc.12



The manager of today’s inside sales force has 
changed. Historically, the manager felt like a 
supervisor in adult day care; smoothing over 
conflict, disciplining those who were habitually 
late and, dismissing those that couldn’t get with 
the program. Today, the manager must provide 
emotional nutrition.

The new inside salesperson invests a great deal 
of emotional labor. Being curious and empathetic 
takes a lot of emotional energy. The historical 
“talking only” model happens far less. Also, the 
lack of visual clues, because dialogue happens 

either on the phone, via chat or through a 
two-dimensional screen share is taxing. 
Historically, entering orders and looking up 
information became routine, and was not 
emotionally stressful. This is not true now. The 
new inside salesperson invests emotionally in 
each customer. When a deal falls through, or a 
customer is upset, the inside salesperson may 
need an emotional battery re-charge. Today’s 
sales manager supports the inside sales 
organization through one-on-one conversations, 
coaching, sales meetings, contests and personal 
development opportunities.

Managing the New Inside Sales Force
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What does this mean for your organization?

It means the role of the inside salesperson has 
shifted from a cost center to a revenue and 
relationship center. Inside sales has moved from 
the expense side of the income statement to the 
revenue side. Historically, marketing profiled 
your customer database using transactional 
information — recency, frequency and monetary 
value. Today the measurement is probably 
relational, with various members of the 
customer’s buying committee. Purchasing history 
yes, but opportunity, life-time value and depth of 
relationship as well.

Your new inside salesperson is a different 
person. They are knowledgeable about how your 
customers do what they do, and how your 
products and services are applied. They are 
experts in listening as well as talking, writing as 
well as speaking, and in using multiple tools and 

systems. They are less likely to have worked their 
way up from the warehouse, and more likely to 
have come from the outside, perhaps with 
experience in your customer’s industry. They are 
ambassadors of your organization, not the 
neutral order takers of years past, but advocates 
and relationship builders.

Historically, the sales organization may have 
knocked on doors. Today, higher customer 
security and purchasing regulations make this 
difficult; and high travel costs make it 
prohibitively expensive. The new inside 
salesperson can use technology to replicate the 
historical field sales experience and replicate the 
casual interest generation feel of the trade show. 
The new inside salesperson will build strong 
business relationships for you. The role has
been redefined.

The New Inside Sales and You
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Products

Blogs

Check out our blog for short articles on 
business-to-business inside sales topics.

Business Book — Published by HRDQ.com

Our book, “Building Business to Business 
Relationships Over the Phone” by John Dieseth 
contains a case study of implementing the new 
inside sales, as well as guidelines for every step 
along the way. Purchase the book on 
Amazon.com, from the publisher HRDQ.com or 
on our website.

Implementation Guidebook

Our newly revised Implementation Guidebook 
contains all the forms and documents required 
to implement a high-impact new inside sales 
organization. Contact Traci Shepley at 
877.521.3215 or fill in the inquiry form on
our website.

Podcasts

Business Performance Group has a series of 
podcasts on the new inside sales. Subscribe to 
our free podcast channel on our website.

Training Programs

Business Performance Group has 19 online 
training modules for the new inside sales. 
Access the program on our website.

Services

Consulting

Business Performance Group’s consultants can 
help you define your business case for inside 
sales, help you get started, select great inside 
salespeople, orient them to your organization, 
train, coach and set up a management and 
leadership system. Contact Traci Shepley at 
877.521.3215 or fill in the inquiry form on          
our website.

Consulting Partner Network

Business Performance Group works with 
consultants globally to deliver our facilitated 
training programs and consulting services. If 
you are interested in joining our consulting 
partner network, contact Traci Shepley at 
877.521.3215 or fill in the inquiry form on
our website.

Facilitated Training

Business Performance Group offers onsite 
facilitated training for both inside salespeople 
and managers. Contact Traci Shepley at 
877.521.3215 or fill in the inquiry form on
our website.

Business Performance Group
Resources

© 2018 Business Performance Group, Inc. 15



About Business Performance Group

Business Performance Group provides services to 

organizations introducing, improving or expanding 

business-to-business sales using telephone open-dialogue 

selling. We stress relationship building, and the incorporation 

of information technology to contact customers between 

phone calls, document customer requirements and support 

information gathering. Our focus on relationship building 

provides our clients with an ongoing, sustainable revenue 

base, and our focus on telephone selling provides the lowest 

cost-of-sales. We provide consulting, business model 

development, sales manager and salesperson selection, 

onboarding, training and coaching services.

www.BPGrp.com

Call: 877.521.3215

Email: tshepley@BPGrp.com
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