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Executive Summary 
 

• B2B vendors lost over $1.5b in revenue that they could have won, according to potential buyers, 
who described their purchase decisions during 2017. 
 

• 36% of losing vendors could have done something differently to win, buyers said. This remained 
consistent across product types: Whether vendors offered software, hardware, health care or 
business services, buyers said between 35-39% of losing vendors could have done something 
differently to win. 
 

• Sales issues were the most prevalent weakness buyers said a losing vendor could have corrected 
to win. Product and price followed in second and third places, respectively. 
 

• When it came to sales mishaps, the most frequent issue buyers raised was a disconnect 
between their needs and what the losing vendor offered. Buyers said losing vendors did not 
understand or address their business needs adequately, especially compared to the winner. 
 

• Product limitations or “lack of fit” was the main product weakness buyers observed. While most 
buyers said a losing vendor’s product simply couldn’t move them toward certain objectives, 25% 
additionally noted that a competitor had a stronger product or service. 
 

• Price was present, but it was typically not the primary decision point. Two-thirds of losing 
vendors had no price-related weakness. From those vendors who did have a price-related 
weakness (34%), price was the sole change needed in 20% of lost deals. 
 

• When price was a weakness, losing vendors tended to be priced significantly higher than the 
winner in one or more categories: 40% of losing vendors were priced over 20% higher than the 
winning vendor overall. And, nearly two-thirds were priced over 20% higher than the winner in 
at least one line-item. 

  



© Primary Intelligence • Industry Insights – Changing Your Sales Outcomes 3 

Table of Contents 
Contents 
Introduction .................................................................................................................................................. 4 

Can I really change the deal outcome? ..................................................................................................... 4 

About This Report ..................................................................................................................................... 4 

How can I alter the deal outcome? ........................................................................................................... 5 

Avoid a Loss: Understand Your Buyer ........................................................................................................... 8 

The Winning Difference ............................................................................................................................ 9 

Show You Understand: Conduct a thorough needs assessment .......................................................... 9 

Show You Understand: Tailor your solution to buyer needs .............................................................. 11 

Show You Understand: Present your tailored solution ...................................................................... 13 

Avoid a Loss: Buyer First, Product Second .................................................................................................. 15 

Avoid a Loss: Price Perceptions................................................................................................................... 18 

When does price start becoming impactful? .......................................................................................... 19 

What is your price red-line? Buyers say it’s 20% more than competitors .......................................... 19 

Why is 20% impactful? ........................................................................................................................ 21 

Price Strategy: Go low? ....................................................................................................................... 22 

Conclusions ................................................................................................................................................. 23 

About the Author ........................................................................................................................................ 24 

About Primary Intelligence ......................................................................................................................... 24 

Appendix ..................................................................................................................................................... 25 

Dataset Demographics ............................................................................................................................ 25 

Price Criteria Groupings .......................................................................................................................... 26 

Price Criteria Answer Choices ................................................................................................................. 27 

 

  



© Primary Intelligence • Industry Insights – Changing Your Sales Outcomes 4 

Introduction 
On the tail end of an 11-month evaluation, a software vendor was asking their buyer specific questions 
to furnish their final proposal, which offered an alternative to the buyer’s 4-year incumbent solution. 
But, after receiving additional information, the vendor asked to halt the sales process, and they 
admitted to the buyer, “The solution we initially proposed is not best for you. Your needs are a lot 
greater.”  

Recognizing their mistake, the vendor asked to propose a new solution a few weeks later—and nearly a 
year into the buyer’s lengthy evaluation process. The buyer agreed and received the new solution 
favorably. The lead evaluator explained that the last-minute pivot to a different solution was ultimately 
“what sold us on it” and prompted the vendor’s selection. “It was very professional of them to realize 
that one solution was not the correct solution for us,” the buyer explained. The vendor’s attentiveness 
to what was best for the buyer recovered the deal and secured their win. 

Can I really change the deal outcome? 
The opportunity you may have to recover a deal—or conversely, the risk of losing a deal you think you’re 
on track to win—is notable. In 2017, B2B vendors lost over $1.5b in revenue they could have won, 
according to potential buyers. Buyers thought 36% of losing vendors could have won the deal by making 
a change during the evaluation process. Most often, buyers described missteps in the sales process as 
the reason for the lost business—even ahead of a losing vendor’s proposed product or price of solution.  

 

Figure 1: 36% of losing vendors could have done something differently to win the deal, according to buyers. 

About This Report 
Our study represents 1,000 B2B sales opportunities collected during 2017. These highly competitive 
deals often included multiple short-listed vendors that buyers seriously considered in their purchase 
decision: Over 1,700 losing vendors are represented in these opportunities. Primary Intelligence’s 
consultants spoke directly with the evaluators and decision-makers in these deals to find the most 
common pitfalls a losing vendor could have avoided. And, these hard-learned lessons are transferrable 
to your business. 

Regardless of the type of product you’re selling, the likelihood of recovering during a bumpy sales 
process remains consistent at about one in three losses.  When dividing responses by the seller’s 
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product type (software, hardware, health care, or business services), buyers still answered that roughly 
one-third of losing vendors could have won (see Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2: Across various solution types, buyers consistently indicate that 36% of losing vendors had an opportunity to do 
something differently to win the deal. Sample sizes vary between product segments. 

How can I alter the deal outcome? 
How can you sway buyers in your favor? We asked ~450 prospective buyers, “What could the losing 
vendor have done differently to win?” In each response, buyers candidly described how the losing 
vendor misaligned with their expectations.  Since buyers could provide more than one “done 
differently” activity per vendor, the total count of reasons reached 668 with almost half of respondents 
offering more than one “done differently” activity per vendor. 

According to buyers, there are two ways you can save a deal without impacting your bottom line: Your 
sales approach and your product functionality. Buyers across industries maintained that a vendor’s sales 
process and product were more influential in their decision than price. This remained consistent when 
viewing data through different lenses. 

Across all “done differently” activities, a vendor’s sales approach surpassed both product and price as 
the most-discussed issue. Over 35% of weaknesses buyers found related to the vendor’s sales behavior. 
The frequency of sales weaknesses out-paced issues in the product or price, which reached 31% and 
25%, respectively. While it can be discouraging for a sales representative or team to hear their efforts 
didn’t hit the mark, there is good news: Sales activities are easily correctible, and they’re certainly easier 
to modify on the fly compared to your product’s feature set or pricing structure.  
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Figure 3: This shows the total accumulation of "done differently" activities for each category. Percentages may not add up to 
100% as buyers may have given more than one weakness. 

From the buyers’ comments, sales weaknesses reached 
the highest volume as buyers often saw multiple sales 
weaknesses per vendor. If we only permit one 
weakness to count per category, is sales still the most 
frequent category? How likely are losing vendors to 
have a “done differently” activity across sales, product 
and price? 

When allowing each category to count only once per 
vendor, sales and product weaknesses were nearly tied, and price was still not the most frequent 
problem. 42% of vendors had one or more product-related issues; 40% had one or more sales 
weaknesses, and only 34% had a pricing issue. 
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Figure 4: This shows how prevalent each of the most common weaknesses were across losing vendors. 

“For me, the problem was more with their 
product. They were very creative from a 
commercial standpoint. We were even 
surprised by how creative they were in 
terms of price and conditions.” 
(Director’s “done differently” description, 
Software solution, deal size unavailable) 
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To recover a deal or secure your win, buyers advised to focus your attention on sales and product first. 
While price was present, it was not primary. In the discussion below, we share what buyers wanted to 
see but didn’t across sales efforts, product capabilities and price-points. In each group, we outline the 
most common yet influential pitfalls, how winning vendors successfully navigated these sticking points, 
and how you can regain your edge and win. 

 

What would a 33% increase in revenue mean for your business? 

If you could save 33% of lost deals and turn them into wins, what would you gain from a revenue 
standpoint? Follow our steps below to find out.  

What You Need: 
• Your win rate 
• Your average deal size 
• How many deals you pursue annually 

 
REVENUE CALCULATOR: HOW MUCH REVENUE CAN YOU RECOVER? 

STEP 1 Find the total number of won and lost 
deals annually 

(win rate) * (deals pursued annually) 

STEP 2 Find the number of “done differently” 
losses you have annually 

(total number of lost deals) * 0.33 

STEP 3 Multiply your count of “done differently” 
losses by your average deal size 

(count of “done differently” losses) * (your 
average deal size) 

 

Here’s an example modeled from a software vendor in our dataset: 

• Our vendor has an average deal size of $300k and a 25% win-rate. They lose 3 out of 4 deals 
pursued. 

• Since ~33% of losses could have been won, according to our study, there is one recoverable 
deal for every three of the vendor’s losses. 

• The vendor engages in 200 deals annually. According to their win rate, they won 50 deals 
and lost 150 deals. 33% of their lost deals equates to 50 losses where they could have done 
something differently to win.  

• Multiply the vendor’s 50 “done differently” losses by their average deal size of $300k.  

Our vendor could have won an additional $15 million in new business opportunities. 
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Avoid a Loss: Understand Your Buyer 
When it came to sales mishaps, the most frequent issue buyers 
raised was a disconnect between what they were seeking and 
what the losing vendor communicated or proposed. Buyers said 
losing vendors did not understand (or respond to) their business 
needs adequately, especially compared to the winner. 
Specifically, the top three lapses in understanding needs were: 

1. The vendor spent no or too little time up-front to learn 
about the buyer 

2. The vendor didn’t tailor either the product or pricing to 
align with the buyer 

3. The vendor didn’t angle or shape the presentation around the buyer’s pain points 

These three weaknesses often followed sequentially with one building on another. They also shared a 
common root cause and what one buyer referred to as a lack of “customer knowledge”.  Without a 
sound understanding of the buyer’s objectives, sellers were unable to reach their buyer. Buyers said 
losing vendors struggled to tailor the product or price to their needs and focused the presentation too 
much on “marketing” content instead of “angling” it to their interests. 

One buyer summed up their advice to losing vendors saying, “The main focus should be to think about 
what the customer will see, and ask, ‘What is their main focus?’” In other words, buyers advised to 
understand their objectives first and use that knowledge to frame all interactions and solutioning. 

 
Figure 5: These are the sales-related issues buyers observed in the losing vendor's sales approach. Sometimes, buyers provided 
more than one sales-related weakness. 
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The Winning Difference 
If losing vendors failed to understand their buyers, what did winning vendors do differently? In many 
ways, winning vendors did the exact opposite of losing vendors when it came to understanding needs. 
Instead of spending insufficient time up-front, winners went the extra mile to learn about their buyer. 
And, their product offerings and presentations reflected this. 

To capture what buyers truly valued in their selected vendor, we looked closely at 150 winners who held 
an impactful advantage in understanding their buyer’s needs. In these deals, buyers indicated the 
vendor’s alignment with their needs directly led to their selection. These buyers described how the 
vendor understood them, and their stories are the basis for the set of broadly applicable best practices 
below. 

Among the set of winning tactics, one important marker of success was the number of best practices the 
winning vendor exhibited. In most cases, the winner didn’t adapt just one of the three below winning 
tactics; instead, they utilized a combination of them, and they typically exhibited best practices from at 
least two of the three main sales activities shown in the check-list and discussed below. 

 
SALES TEAM CHECK LIST: HOW TO UNDERSTAND YOUR BUYER EFFECTIVELY 
CONDUCT A THOROUGH 
NEEDS ASSESSMENT 

• Ask your buyer pointed questions about their needs and objectives 
• Meet on-site with your buyer—even when competitors don’t 

 
TAILOR YOUR SOLUTION 
TO BUYER NEEDS 

• Tailor your solution around your buyer’s objectives 
• Be transparent about your product’s limitations and offer 

workarounds if possible 
 

PRESENT YOUR TAILORED 
SOLUTION 

• Frame your presentation around your buyer’s needs 
• Show how your solution will resolve needs and pain points 

 

 
Show You Understand: Conduct a thorough needs assessment 
Buyers across industries valued when winning vendors “took the time” to “really get to know us”. This 
investment up-front exposed the buyer’s pain points, increased collaboration to solve them, and 
cultivated a relationship. But, what do successful seller’s do with that time?  

Winning vendors asked pointed questions about their buyer’s 
needs and objectives. Winners used questions strategically to 
uncover the buyer’s desired outcome, which they then used 
to frame their proposal and solution. These vendors 
effectively uncovered the “why” behind their buyer’s needs 
and what buyers were trying to accomplish by asking 
questions, such as, what need are you trying to resolve? How 
can we make our product work for you? 

“The winner took the time to dive 
deep into how we do what we do 
and why we do what we do…We felt 
that they gave us a relationship 
pitch first and a sales pitch second.” 
(Software solution, $225K) 
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Vendors who asked well-prepared questions tended to receive praise for it, but asking any question 
sometimes worked against vendors. “Don't ask me questions just to be asking me questions, to make it 
appear that you care, or that you're listening,” a Director of Talent Acquisition cautioned, “Our winning 
vendor asked good, thoughtful questions” (Business services, 
$1.1m). Other buyers echoed this sentiment, and one 
explained it was the vendor’s ability to ask, “relevant questions 
and not sales questions” that differentiated them. “The rep 
showed a genuine interest in not only asking questions of how 
we do things but why we do things,” a Project Manager 
explained (Software solution, $225K). 

In some cases, winners involved subject matter experts to 
scope the buyer’s needs. They found individuals internally who 
worked previously with the buyer, who had experience in the 
buyer’s industry, or who could be on the buyer’s account in the 
future. These individuals helped the vendors craft thoughtful 
questions about the buyer’s organization, or they were 
available to answer questions buyers raised during the sales 
process.  

Winning vendors met on-site with their buyer—even when 
their competitors didn’t.  While site visits weren’t a blanket 
requirement for a vendor to understand needs successfully, 
vendors who did visit tended to have an advantage especially 
over those who didn’t. What’s more, when one vendor went 
on site and others didn’t, the absent vendor(s) often had 
diminished influence in the deal. 
 
A Director and leader in a software evaluation explained how 
one vendor strongly differentiated by visiting on-site even 
though its competitor offered a comparable solution. From 
her perspective, the winner’s site visits showed they were 
more engaged. “The winner seemed to take more of an interest than their competitor in getting to 
understanding our business, what we were looking to do, and understanding where we’re at,” she 
explained.   
 
While the competitor conducted similar efforts over the phone, the Director struggled to see how this 
vendor’s product “related” to her environment. During the evaluation, the contrast between the two 
vendors widened as the buyer’s organization developed more trust and familiarity with the visiting 
vendor. “There was a hands-on approach as opposed to just selling…. It was more of a partnering than 
anything else,” she concluded (Software solution, $270K). 
 
Success Stories: 

• To prove that they understood the buyer's business needs, the winning vendor’s sales personnel 
would ask a question and then respond by restating what the buyer told them.  (Software 
solution, $210K) 

"The losing vendor could have done 
an on-site visit. The three other 
competitors—including the 
winner—did on-site visits. They had 
a better understanding of what our 
organization looks like and what we 
were looking for. It would have 
gone a long way to say, 'Let me 
come in and see what you're 
dealing with. Let me look at your 
life. Let's see how this will fit you.'” 
(Software solution, $75K) 

“The losing vendor never came on-
site. While I believe the company 
might be further away, they did plan 
to come out. They cancelled at the 
last minute and continued to do 
Webinars. That was okay, but put 
them at a big disadvantage when 
we had to choose one of the final 
three contenders.” (Software 
solution, deal size unavailable) 
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• The winning vendor not only sent a list of questions but also had a solution consultant come on-

site to gain a complete understanding of the buyer's challenges (Software solution, $320K) 
 

• The winning vendor’s sales representative sent a questionnaire about the buyer's business 
model and then prepared a presentation based on the buyer's answers. In that presentation, 
the rep could answer all questions and provide advice, which was appreciated and contributed 
to their selection. (Software solution, deal size not available) 
 

• Although they had expertise in the buyer’s industry, the winning vendor’s team did not assume 
they already knew the buyer’s business. Instead, their approach was to listen carefully and ask 
insightful questions to gain a full understanding of the unique challenges and needs of the 
business. (Business services, $1.1m) 
 

• The winning vendor placed a senior sales lead on the account who understood the buyer's 
unique needs enough to ask the right questions. With that knowledge, he made sure their 
proposal aligned with the buyer's expectations (Business services, $9m) 
 

• The winning vendor took a hands-on approach to understanding the buyer's business needs, 
with the sales rep spending time on-site to work with the buyer in crafting a solution. This 
made a strong impression on the buyer as opposed to the competitor, which conducted its sales 
efforts over the phone. (Software solution, $275K) 

Show You Understand: Tailor your solution to buyer needs 
Buyers associated a vendor’s ability to understand their needs by 
how well-aligned their solution was with their needs. When 
speaking about a tailored solution, buyers described to what 
extent the seller accounted for their needs in the proposed 
solution. Buyers assessed how effectively a vendor could help 
them realize certain goals by framing the evaluation with these 
questions: 

1. Does the product align with our needs and objectives? 
2. If the product doesn’t align perfectly, can we still achieve our objectives with the vendor’s 

solution?  

Successful vendors either addressed the buyer’s stated outcome with ease, or they met most needs and 
provided workarounds for remaining issues. On the other hand, vendors who couldn’t meet key criteria 
from the questions above were often eliminated. Buyers stated that a lack of product fit and/or product 
limitations were the leading “done differently” activity for product weaknesses. An inability to pass the 
first question’s test often meant the vendor lost the business (this is discussed in further detail below; 
see “Product Priorities: Needs first, features second”). 

Winning vendors tied their solution to the buyer’s objectives. Winning vendors differentiated 
themselves by adapting their solution to the buyer’s outcome—or what some buyers referred to as a 
“vision” or “where we are going as an organization”.  While some buyers required customized solutions, 

“It was always about, 'What is 
the right solution for the 
business?' as opposed to, 'We 
can do it for this price if you sign 
by x date.'" 
(Software solution, $420K) 
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not all buyers expected a custom product. Instead, most looked for the case of best fit or a creative 
application of the vendor’s core competencies. 

One hardware vendor tailored their solution without 
changing a single aspect of their product. The buyer had 
multiple sites to furnish with equipment, and their 
objectives varied by location. While their central site had 
high utilization, the other facilities were smaller with 
fewer operating requirements.  

The winning vendor adapted their solution to this. 
Instead of proposing the same “middle-of-the-road” equipment across all sites for the sake of 
contracting ease, the winner proposed high-end equipment for the central location and sufficient 
solutions for the others. “They were able to provide us equipment that maybe isn't the most expensive, 
but meets the needs of our smaller facilities,” explained the lead evaluator, “That's a lot of flexibility 
with their product lines and really understanding the needs of our different communities” (Hardware 
solution, deal size unavailable).  

Winning vendors offered transparency and a workaround, if possible, when encountering product 
limitations. Despite product limitations, buyers still selected vendors that couldn’t check every box. 
Winning vendors kept themselves competitive by being transparent about gaps and by offering 
workarounds, if applicable.  Buyers valued the open discussion about solution gaps as these 
conversations sometimes opened the way for a vendor to 
build trust and to surpass expectations by “creatively” finding 
an alternate solution.   

One RFP was so complex and lengthy that a responding vendor 
sought additional guidance on where to focus its response. 
“They were very polite and said, 'Look, I can't respond to 
everything. What's important?' They worked with us very well 
on that,” explained a Project Manager and lead evaluator.  

From there, the vendor gave specific details about how its 
product would accomplish certain tasks and identified what its product could not do. They candidly 
“admitted” where there would be “problems” in the software and then discussed workarounds. “They 
gained a ton of credibility with our team by doing that,” the buyer explained.  This vendor ultimately 
wont the $355K opportunity. 

While the winner was building trust and credibility in their transparency and extra effort, the competitor 
was losing ground. The buyer said their organization had “no confidence” in the competitor due to the 
way they handled product gaps. Instead of talking through gaps, the competitor showed uncertainty in 
their capabilities and didn’t address questions sufficiently.  

Like this buyer, others cautioned against glossing over or failing to mention product limitations, and 
when discussed, they advised that sellers be transparent.  Although not as frequent as other “done 
differently” activities, failure to disclose product limitations upfront caused almost $1m in lost revenue 
or 3% (30 of 1,000) of missed opportunities.   

“It is the ability to create a vision from 
our point of view and have them 
execute that in a manner we know will 
be completed and will be something we 
can use. It's the execution of our ideas” 
(Software solution, $250K) 

“The winner actually said, 'We can't 
do this. This will be a problem in the 
software.' We know there will be 
issues. They admitted them and 
talked about workarounds. They 
gained a ton of credibility with our 
team by doing that.” 
(Software solution, $355K) 
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Buyer’s Advice: What to say when you can’t tailor a solution 

Do  Don’t 

“We can’t address this need, but this is the 
workaround.” 

“Let me tell you why, where we will have 
challenges, and what we can do to get 
around it.” 

“We can't do that, but here are some 
potential options. We will have to do some 
more research for you.” 

 

 “No, sorry. I can't do it. I won't ever get 
approval for it. Let's move on.” 

“We can do it, but I can't show you in this 
platform…I don't know how I'm going to do 
it.” 

 
Success Stories: 

• The selected vendor worked closely with the buyer to understand their business concerns and 
came to the table with a solution that targeted the buyer's specific needs, rather than selling a 
broad suite of services. (Software solution, $5.5m) 
 

• The winning vendor listened to the buyer's pain points and then built a simplified solution 
around those pain points. The winner’s unique product benefits were seen as evidence that it 
had paid attention to the buyer's needs. The effort to understand and meet those needs 
secured this vendor’s selection. (Health care, deal size not available) 
 

• The winning vendor impressed the buyer's members with their flexibility and willingness to take 
feedback and then customize their offering to the buyer's needs. The buyer recognized that no 
vendor would be able to provide everything, but appreciated the winner’s desire to meet their 
needs as best as a possible (Business services, $580m) 
 

• The winner sought additional guidance on where to focus its response to the buyer's complex 
RFP, while its competitors did not. The winner provided specific details about how its product 
would accomplish certain tasks and identified what its product could not do, which built trust 
and credibility. (Software solution, $355K) 

Show You Understand: Present your tailored solution 
Many buyers saw the presentation as the final test for potential vendors, and asked, has the vendor 
listened to each of our needs, and have they addressed them convincingly? Whether the presentation 
was an informal meeting or a formal finalist presentation, successful vendors touched on these main 
questions by communicating their capabilities and how well they aligned with the buyer’s challenges.  

Winning vendors framed their presentation around the buyer’s needs. Winning vendors didn’t treat the 
presentation as a sales pitch but as an opportunity to connect their needs assessment and solution with 
the buyer. In an $800K win, the strong presentation started long before the meeting. “It was the amount 
of effort they put in before the meeting and presentation,” explained the lead evaluator, “They strove to 
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understand our needs, what we wanted to have done, and what we were wanting to accomplish.” The 
winner strategically gathered information leading up to the meeting and used it to fill the presentation 
with content specific to the buyer. “They were able to speak specifically to what we were looking for,” 
the buyer said, describing why the vendor won (Business services, $800K). 

Like this vendor, other winners often adapted their buyer’s language and incorporated it in their 
presentation and conversations. The same vendors that crafted pointed questions for their buyers also 
took the responses and rolled them into their presentations. One buyer recalled how their sales rep 
“restated what we told them” to confirm they understood. The buyer took this as proof that they were 
truly in-tune.  

Winning vendors showed how their solution would resolve needs and pain points. When one vendor 
lost a deal, their buyer observed, “They could have focused more on how their solution would benefit 
the customer in their presentation,” (Business services, deal size unavailable). The buyer said the RFP 
response wasn’t specific enough and didn’t show how their solution would continue to benefit the 
buyer after the sale.  

This story ran contrary to common behavior shown by 
winning vendors, who framed their solution by the benefits it 
would provide and by the issues it would resolve. In one 
case, a buyer described how their winning vendor broke 
down the benefits into three veins, saying, “Their team 
articulated, ‘Here is how we can help you. This is how our 
system will help you. This is how you can meet your goals’” (Hardware solution, $4m). In each facet of 
the relationship, the vendor spoke in terms of how they would be working for their buyer and getting 
the desired results. Vendors who operated similarly earned advantages from their ability to understand 
business needs. 

Some common tactics winners employed to build confidence in their ability to resolve needs included 
sharing success stories and examples of how they’ve helped other clients. They also highlighted how the 
solution would benefit the customer as opposed to focusing on making the sale. For some buyers, the 
vendor’s approach stood out so much that they reiterated what the winning vendor said: 

• “This is where we can work for you.” (Business services $10K win) 
•  “We’ve worked with you previously on other projects, and we recognize you’re struggling in this 

area. Here are some different ways we would solve it, and here are the tools we have to do 
that.” (Software solution, $1.6m win) 

• “Here is how we can help. This is how our system will help you. This is how you can meet your 
goals.” (Hardware solution, $4m win) 
 

Success Stories: 

• By aligning its messaging with the buyer's requirements throughout the process, the winning 
vendor showed that it understood the buyer's needs. The vendor’s team of sales personnel and 
experts directly addressed the buyer's challenges with case studies and creative solutions. 
(Health care, deal size unavailable) 

“I truly felt like they were trying to 
help us better our organization 
and help us make it through the 
transition.” 
(Business services, $10K) 
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• The winning vendor’s representative listened carefully to the buyer and ensured the proposal 

and presentation addressed all the buyer's requirements. The vendor showed its 
understanding of the buyer’s dynamics by reserving high quality, expensive equipment for the 
main facility and less expensive equipment for satellite facilities. (Hardware solution, deal size 
not available) 
 

• The buyer appreciated that the winning vendor took the scenarios it was given and 
demonstrated how its solution would solve their needs. (Software solution, $32K) 
 

• By adapting its presentation to address the latest issues raised by the buyer, the winning 
vendor demonstrated its flexibility, its understanding of the buyer's needs, and its commitment 
to helping the customer succeed. (Business services, $53m) 

 

Avoid a Loss: Buyer First, Product Second 
Just as buyers found a mismatch between their needs and the sales process, the most frequent product 
concern they raised was also a lack of fit for their objectives. Among the product “done differently” 
activities, the solution’s inability to address the buyer’s needs sufficiently was a weakness for 50% of 
vendors. This reason surpassed others significantly: the second-most frequent reason was a product’s 
missing features at 19%. Buyers preferred complete and comprehensive solutions as they were more 
likely to guarantee achievement of key objectives.  

 

Figure 6: These are the product-related issues buyers observed in the solution or service proposed by the losing vendor. 
Sometimes, buyers provided more than one product-related weakness per vendor. 
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What specifically caused the product to be a poor fit? Unlike our sales-related analysis of understanding 
needs, product descriptions were far more unique. While B2B vendors shared elements of a sales 
process, far fewer shared product similarities. Furthermore, there was high variability in product 
strengths and weaknesses because our dataset represented four main product types across multiple 
industries. Specific features or issues with a software product often didn’t apply to business services or 
health care, for example.  

However, even with a broad set of product features, buyers shared common viewpoints that influenced 
their product perceptions and described three product pitfalls: 

1. A specific feature wasn’t the sole failure, but overall fit was 
2. A feature became a weakness, but only because a competitor outperformed it significantly 
3. A missing feature was the failure because it kept buyer’s from reaching objectives  

A feature wasn’t the sole failure, but overall fit was. When 
buyers described “done differently” activities for product 
limitations, they often described how the winning vendor 
offered the case of best fit. For losing vendors, an individual 
feature or product weakness often wasn’t the single issue 
causing poor fit. Instead, there was a cumulative effect of mismatched needs and capabilities, leading 
the buyer to determine the solution was not a match overall.   

Buyers broadly described a poor fit by saying the product was missing “breadth”, had “system 
limitations”, or didn’t have the “scope” needed for their purposes. “They're slightly cheaper than the 
winning vendor,” one buyer explained, “But their system 
wasn't robust enough for what I needed or for our company 
size and where we're going. They couldn't meet my needs.” 
(Software solution, $26K). This buyer’s sentiment explains 
how other buyers also framed their evaluation, and it also 
fits into the framework buyers used to assess a vendor’s 
compatibility with their objectives. The two main questions 
buyers asked—either directly or inferred—were: 

1. Does the product align with our needs and objectives?  
2. If it doesn’t align, can we still reach our objectives with this vendor’s solution? 

Vendors in the “done differently” group for lack of fit likely lost the deal after buyers considered the first 
question: There were very few cases (<3) where a buyer thought a vendor could have “tried harder” to 
overcome their product’s limitations and offered a workaround. In other words, losing vendors failed to 
meet baseline requirements, prompting buyers to look elsewhere. 

A feature was a failure, but only because a competitor did it better. From the same set of buyers who 
said the product didn’t fit their needs, 25% said a competitor had a stronger product. In most of these 
cases, the buyer directly compared the losing vendor’s product to the winning vendor’s saying, “If the 
losing vendor had XYZ feature like their competitor, then we would have selected them.”  A single 
feature became the issue for these buyers because a competitor outperformed the losing vendor, which 

“There were limitations in the product 
for our particular business need…it 
just wasn't a perfect match for us.” 
(COO, Software solution, 109K). 

“The business needs did not align with 
their broad offering. It was more that 
the winning vendor was a better fit 
for that need.” 
(Procurement Advisor, Software 
solution, $5.4m) 
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compounded the weakness. In these cases, a competitor won by offering a stronger solution—or, they 
won by offering a more convincing argument about their solution strengths. 

While buyers observed real advantages and disadvantages in potential solutions, sales representatives 
also shaped product perceptions by positioning themselves strategically. Here’s an example:  

In a $32K software purchase, the losing vendor gave an online demonstration that simply showed the 
functionality of its software and features but didn’t capture the buyer's attention with examples. In 
contrast, the winner gave a dynamic presentation that brought to life the daily workflows of the user 
personas represented in their buying audience. This approach captured a key evaluator’s “imagination” 
as they could experience their daily activities before purchase. The decision-maker and president of the 
buyer’s company even observed strengths in the losing vendor’s solution but ultimately selected the 
other vendor largely due to their presentation. Here and elsewhere, sales activities were the tip of the 
spear and set the tone for product perceptions along the way. 

•  “If they could have come close to matching the winning vendor’s functionality and services, 
they could have been selected.” (Software solution, deal size unknown) 
 

• “If they had a product close to the winner’s product, they definitely would have gotten the 
business.” (Title unknown, Software solution, $430K) 

 
• "They could have easily won the business if they had a reporting capability that was in line 

with the winning vendor’s.” (Title unknown, Software solution, deal size unknown) 
 
• “They didn’t have enough of the features built in or flexibility that the winner provided… It 

was also a more expensive solution.” (IT Manager, Hardware solution, $700K) 
 

A missing feature was the failure. In addition to the overall 
lack of fit, missing product features or functionality were the 
cause of nearly 20% of product-related weaknesses and 
impacted almost 10% of losing vendors overall. In a small 
handful of cases (<5), buyers cited missing features in 
addition to an overall lack of fit for needs. In most cases, 
however, buyers saw a difference between the product not 
fitting their needs (in an overall sense) and a missing feature. 
Product limitations typically described features that existed in the losing vendor’s solution but weren’t 
strong enough or weren’t the right features for their needs. Meanwhile, a missing feature described a 
completely absent or non-existent feature. These gaps became impactful when they kept the buyer 
from reaching their objectives. 

 

"The other piece was the limitation of 
their service. We had a specific 
objective that was an integral part of 
this project. It was something that we 
needed that they didn't offer. That 
was an automatic disqualification." 
(Hardware solution, $130K) 



© Primary Intelligence • Industry Insights – Changing Your Sales Outcomes 18 

Avoid a Loss: Price Perceptions 
Buyers assigned price as a “done differently” activity for 34% of losing vendors, leaving 66% where price 
was not a “done differently” activity leading to the vendor’s loss. The large portion of vendors without 
price as a correctible action reaffirms that while price did impact some purchase decisions, it was 
typically not the most common factor buyers considered.  

In the 34% of cases where price was an issue, it was likely because the losing vendor was priced 
significantly higher than the winner. Conservatively, 40% of losing vendors were priced over 20% higher 
overall than the selected vendor (see Figure 6), and 59% of losing vendors were over 20% higher in at 
least one line-item. 

How often did price play directly into the loss versus indirectly influencing it among other factors? To 
expose the role price played, we compared “price alone” and “price plus” opportunities. “Price alone” 
refers to deals where price was the sole “done differently” activity, while “price plus” refers to deals 
where price was a “done differently” alongside sales, product or another non-price weakness.  

Only 20% of opportunities fell into the “price alone” group, and for 
these 88 of 447 losing vendors, buyers cited price as the sole change 
that would have helped the losing vendor recover. Meanwhile, 
buyers said an additional 14% of losing vendors fell into the “price 
plus” group and had a mixture of “done differently” activities. In 
these cases, price was not the standalone weakness and was 
compounded by other issues observed with the vendor. Unfortunately, it isn’t possible to say which 
factor—price, sales, or product—would have been the most influential as buyers did not rank their 
responses and instead responded through open-ended answers.  

Considering that 66% of losing vendors had no price-based “done differently” activities and another 14% 
had price alongside other weaknesses, that leaves just 20% of vendors with a distinctly price-influenced 
loss. From the buyer’s perspective, price was present but was not typically the main decision point.  

 

Figure 6: This shows the prevalence of price as a "done differently" activity across losing vendors. 

“Price wasn't our primary 
determinant. It was one of 
our factors, but it wasn't the 
biggest factor.” 
(Software solution, $400K) 
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When does price start becoming impactful? 
When price was present, at what point did it become impactful? How far off in price were losing 
vendors? Were most non-selected vendors so far away from a viable price point that they were 
eliminated as a result? To answer these questions, we collected the specific price position for each 
losing vendor compared to the winner and found how much difference existed between winning and 
losing vendors. 

From 447 losing vendors, price was a “done differently” activity for 152. And from this group, buyers 
gave specific price comparisons for 85 losing vendors. Since there were typically multiple price 
comparisons per vendor, our total possible answers (181) exceeded the total vendors represented (85). 
On average, buyers provided two price-point comparisons per losing vendor. For example, a buyer may 
have compared the losing vendor to the winner on implementation fees, subscription costs and service 
fees. Other buyers only compared the losing vendor to the winner on overall cost.   

Additionally, the available price criteria varied across industries and products. While software vendors 
often compared on subscription fees, for example, hardware vendors compared on equipment fees. To 
synthesize disparate pricing criteria, we grouped criteria into the following categories (see Appendix: 
“Price Criteria Groupings” for the full list of criteria represented in each category): 

• Overall cost – the total cost of ownership or total contract value 
• One-time fees – the cost of set-up or implementation  
• Ongoing costs – the cost of ownership throughout the contract, such as subscription or licensing 

costs 
• Services fees – the cost of ongoing services, such as consulting or professional service fees 
• Other costs – miscellaneous costs and/or costs unique to a product or industry, such as network 

discounts or equipment costs 

What is your price red-line? Buyers say it’s 20% more than competitors 
Losing vendors who had price as a “done differently” activity cost least 12% higher on average than the 
winning vendor. Furthermore, when looking at the frequencies per answer choice, 40% of losing 
vendors were priced more than 20% higher than the winner (see Figure 7). These numbers describe 
the maximum disparity in cost buyers were willing to consider between two otherwise similar vendors.  
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Although insightful, these percentages don’t tell the full 
story and are even likely to be low estimates. First, they 
show the average of available price criteria; some vendors 
were priced significantly higher in implementation fees, for 
example, but were priced similarly in subscription costs. 
The average dilutes pricing discrepancies between criteria. 
Second, respondents were limited in the top range they 
could select. Most answer ranges were capped, allowing 
the buyer to state if the price was over 20% higher but not 
beyond that threshold. As a result, the highest available answer was 21%, excluding a few respondents 
who opted to provide additional information with a higher percentage. (See Appendix, “Price Criteria 
Answer Choices” for the answers most commonly available to our respondents.) 

To avoid the regression to the mean—and to see pricing discrepancies as a buyer would see it—we 
examined the raw distribution of answers. Since buyers looked at each vendor separately and not as an 
average, we isolated losing vendors that were priced over 20% higher in at least one price criterion.  

If a buyer compared the losing vendor on one-time fees, ongoing costs, and service fees, how often was 
the vendor higher in at least one?  

59% of losing vendors were over 20% higher than the winner in at least one price criterion.  

Additionally, the 20%+ threshold emerged again when identifying differences in cost between specific 
price criteria. When looking at price comparisons by criteria, buyers were still more likely to say that the 
overall cost of the losing vendor was nearly 20% higher than the winner.  Meanwhile, other line-item 
costs were not as high but still higher on average.  

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Over 20% less than winner
Between 16-20% less than winner
Between 11-15% less than winner

Between 6-10% less than winner
Between 1-5% less than winner

Similarly priced
Between 1-5% more than winner

Between 6-10% more than winner
Between 11-15% more than winner
Between 16-20% more than winner

Over 20% more than winner

Percentage of Losing Vendors and Their Average Price Position 
Compared to the Winning Vendor 

(n=85)

Figure 7: Average price differences between winning and losing vendors. 

“It's a good product, but it's not a 25% 
better product…The difference 
between their product and the 
winner’s product was insignificant. The 
winner was better in some areas, and 
they were better in some areas. Why 
would we pay an extra 25%?” 
(Software solution, $89K) 
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Losing vendors that were priced too far from competitors—and specifically, over 20% more—likely had 
a more difficult time proving their value.  

One important note is that the inverse is not necessarily true. A few cases even showed that a losing 
vendor was priced lower in a line-item criterion or even in overall cost. Simply being the lowest cost 
vendor or even lower than the winner did not guarantee a win, either. See below for details. 

Why is 20% impactful? 
Once vendors approached a price over 20% higher than competitors, they introduced friction into the 
evaluation process. At higher price points, buyers needed a clear reason to justify the additional cost, 
and for some, it created extra effort to find value-added differences for the higher price tag—especially 
if they were selling the deal internally to stakeholders. In these cases, losing vendors couldn’t provide a 
compelling argument to warrant the higher cost.  

“The presentation didn't show why it was that much 
better. It looked nice, aesthetically. They had certain 
features, which were nice,” explained a lead evaluator for 
a software purchase. But, she went on to explain, “There 
was no real compelling argument for why something cost 
eight times more” (Software solution, deal size 
unavailable). 

Although many buyers simply stated that the price was 
“shocking”, “outside the ballpark” or “cost prohibitive”, a 
few gave additional reasons, describing why the price 
point was problematic. For some, the higher price went 
hand-in-hand with inflexibility in either the vendor’s pricing model and/or product configuration. In 
these instances, the vendor’s pricing structure wasn’t flexible and didn’t allow a scaled back purchase at 
a viable price point. This locked the buyer into accepting a certain payment schedule or set of features 
whether or not they resonated with their needs.  

PRICE CRITERION 
% HIGHER THAN WINNER 

ON AVERAGE 

FREQUENCY OVER 
20% MORE THAN 

WINNER N-SCORES 

Overall cost 18.5% 19 (63%) 30 

One-time fees 11.1% 18 (49%) 37 

Ongoing costs 9.7% 24 (28%) 85 

Service fees 12.0% 2 (29%) 7 

Other costs 10.9% 11 (50%) 22 

“They came down a huge amount at 
the very last, but they were still outside 
the ball park in terms of my comfort 
level to try to sell it internally. Based on 
all the evaluations we did to determine 
the value differences of the various 
systems, it wasn't absolutely clear that 
one system was head and shoulders 
above the other." 
(Software solution, $860K) 
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Price Strategy: Go low? 
If vendors are more likely to lose when they’re priced too high, then is undercutting the competition a 
sure way to win? It’s unlikely. While a few buyers thought that significantly undercutting a competitor’s 
price would have helped the vendor stay in the game longer, they clearly indicated that the lower price 
wasn’t enough on its own. “If they had significantly undercut the competition, it would have made more 
of an impact on our decision,” said one buyer, “But, it’s not a guarantee.” In some cases, buyers would 
have been willing to look more closely at the vendor but made it clear that price alone did not drive 
their choice. 

Additionally, some vendors still lost deals when they were priced lower than the winning vendor. Even 
offering a comparable price was no guarantee of selection either. About 15% of losing vendors were 
priced similarly or lower than the winner. The difference wasn’t enough to be impactful because, again, 
price was not the sole decision point. In about half of these cases, buyers said price acted in 
combination with another factor, such as sales, product or company perception. Also, some vendors 
offered a lower price point but at the expense of capabilities or services, and this was a tradeoff some 
buyers were unwilling to make.  

 

Industry Spotlight: Price position in your industry 

Our overall dataset represents losing vendors from 16 industries who offered distinct product types 
of either software, hardware, business services, or health care. The table below shows the most 
common industries that also had pricing data available.  

Buyers in Business Services most frequently provided pricing data, representing ~45% of losing 
vendors of the 85 vendors with price data available. Losing vendors in Business Services were priced 
7% more than the winner on average, which falls below the average of 12% higher. 

In contrast, losing vendors in the software industry were likely to be priced higher relative to the 
winner than losing vendors other industries. Although only nine vendors were represented in the 
software industry, buyers compared their price across 25 different price criteria, which averaged 
over 25% more than the winning vendor. 

INDUSTRY 
LOSING VENDOR 

COUNT* 

PERCENTAGE OF 
TOTAL LOSING 

VENDORS (n=85) 
DATA POINTS 
AVAILABLE** 

AVG. % HIGHER 
THAN WINNER 

Business Services  37 44% 63 7.0% 

Professional Services  13 15% 19 15.0% 

Computer Software 9 11% 25 25.1% 

*This is the total number of losing vendors in the industry who also had pricing data available. Some buyers declined to provide specific cost 
comparisons. 

**Data points available is the total number of price position answers accumulated for the industry specified. In some cases, a buyer 
compared the losing vendor on more than one price criterion, allowing the number of data points available to exceed the number of 
vendors represented. 
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Conclusions 
If price is not primary, then how does it fit in with sales and product decision factors? What can price’s 
role in a competitive evaluation tell us about buying processes in general? And more importantly, how 
can you use this information to avoid common mistakes? The frequency and reach of sales, product and 
pricing “done differently” activities show how buyers stepped through their evaluations.  

The questions listed below expose what went wrong for losing vendors, but they also explain what went 
right for winners—and in turn, what you need to do to win. When buyers considered a purchase, they 
often framed their evaluation by asking: 

Does the vendor understand our needs, and does their product address our needs? This two-pronged 
question addresses the top two weaknesses buyers raised: Understanding business needs and providing 
a product or service that fit those needs. Buyers looked to the sales team not only to convey the 
vendor’s capabilities but also to respond to their needs with a compelling solution. To be successful, 
vendors needed to prove they understood their buyer’s pain points and that they had the capabilities to 
resolve them.  

Is the product or service’s price worth the objectives we’ll achieve? One consistent theme is that 
buyers often sought the case of best—but not perfect—fit. Some buyers recognized no vendor could 
address all needs; some accepted workarounds instead of direct solutions; and, some even paid a higher 
price for a competitor’s solution. These scenarios all point to the role of a vendor’s value story. Buyers 
weren’t necessarily looking for the lowest-cost option or the best-in-class option (although sometimes 
they did). They were looking for a compelling value proposition that was proportionate to their needs. 

As a result, vendors were ideally positioned when their product aligned with the buyer’s needs and 
when the solution was at a viable price point. But value stories broke down when the product didn’t 
align as effectively and when the price didn’t reflect what buyers saw as a compromised solution. Value 
stories especially struggled when the price was beyond a viable range (and usually 20% or more than 
competitors). 

Even though buyers indicated sales and product issues were more likely to impact their purchase 
decisions, the role price played was similar albeit less frequent. In the same ways that vendors failed to 
understand needs in the sales process or failed to offer a solution aligned with needs, vendors also failed 
to understand their buyer when they proposed an impractical or non-viable price point. For buyers, 
price was another way vendors could show they understood. 

While our buyers represented distinct industries and various product types, their stories shared a 
common narrative: buyers want to be understood. And, they want the reassurance of fit throughout 
interactions with their vendor – whether they be in the sales process, product demonstrations or 
proposed price. 
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Appendix 
Dataset Demographics 
The table below displays the distribution of industries and product types assigned to the losing vendors 
represented in this study.  

INDUSTRY/PRODUCT TYPE 
SOFTWARE 
SOLUTION 

BUSINESS 
SERVICES 

HARDWARE 
SOLUTION 

HEALTH 
CARE OTHER TOTAL 

Business Services Sector 32.2% 8.0% 2.2% 1.1% 1.3% 44.9% 

Computer Software 11.1% 
    

11.1% 

Professional Services Sector 6.2% 3.8% 
   

10.0% 

Computer Hardware 
Manufacturing 

1.1% 
 

4.9% 
  

6.0% 

Financial Services 4.7% 
    

4.7% 

Insurance 
   

4.4% 
 

4.4% 

Health Care Products 
Manufacturing 

3.1% 
 

1.1% 
  

4.2% 

Education Sector 3.8% 
    

3.8% 

Telecommunications Services 3.6% 
    

3.6% 

Media 0.7% 2.0% 
   

2.7% 

Managed Application & Network 
Services 

0.4% 
 

1.1% 
  

1.6% 

Health Care Sector 
 

1.6% 
   

1.6% 

Business Consulting Services 0.2% 0.2% 
   

0.4% 

Oil & Gas Field Services 0.4% 
    

0.4% 

Aerospace 0.4% 
    

0.4% 

Membership Organizations 
 

0.2% 
   

0.2% 

Total 68.0% 15.8% 9.3% 5.6% 1.3% 
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Price Criteria Groupings 
GROUP SPECIFIC CRITERIA INCLUDED 
Overall price • Contracted price 

• Overall cost 
• TCO 

One-time costs • Deployment costs 
• Design/setup fees 
• Implementation fees 
• Investment fees 
• Onetime costs 
• Upfront costs 

Ongoing costs • Annual license 
• Annual spend 
• License price 
• Licensing or subscription costs 
• Maintenance and support fees 
• Ongoing costs 
• Ongoing support 
• Operational costs 
• Recurring costs 
• Software licensing 
• Subscription/hosting fees 

Service fees • Additional services fees 
• Consulting fees 
• Professional service fees 
• Services fees 

Other • Administrative fees 
• Hardware/equipment fees 
• Incident response fees 
• Information cost 
• Member fees 
• Modular pricing 
• Network discounts 
• Price per pull 
• Software fees 
• Training fees 
• Year one costs 
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Price Criteria Answer Choices 
The following question is the standard price comparison question and answer ranges. Buyers compared 
each losing vendor’s price position to the winning vendor’s price.  

• Question: Which of these ranges most accurately describes the vendor’s price compared to the price 
proposed by the winner? 

• Answer Choices: 
- Over 20% more than winner  
- Between 16-20% more than winner 
- Between 11-15% more than winner 
- Between 6-10% more than winner 
- Between 1-5% more than winner 
- Similarly priced 
- Between 1-5% less than winner 
- Between 6-10% less than winner 
- Between 11-15% less than winner 
- Between 16-20% than winner 
- Over 20% less than winner 
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