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What C-Suite Buyers 
Actually Want From a 
First Meeting 
  

Your sales team measures first meetings by one thing: identifying what they can sell 
the prospect and how fast they can close the deal.  

That metric has been standard practice for decades. However, it measures whether 
your seller accomplished their agenda, never whether your buyer left better off than 
when they arrived.  

In today's enterprise buying environment, those two things are moving further apart. 

  

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

• 81% of B2B buyers have already selected a preferred vendor before speaking 
to a sales rep — they arrive better informed than the seller who called the 
meeting. 

• The standard playbook of booking a second meeting before leaving the first 
one signals to C-suite buyers that your team wasn't listening. 

• Senior executives grant first meetings to assess opportunities and gather 
intelligence they can't find elsewhere, not to receive a pitch. 

• The sellers who earn the next conversation pre-state the value they'll bring, 
deliver it specifically, and then over-deliver it. 

• The only metric that predicts whether a second conversation happens: Did the 
buyer leave better off than when they arrived? 

  



BUYERS SHOW UP KNOWING MORE THAN YOUR 
SELLERS DO 

The first meeting used to be where education happened. Sellers held the information. 
Buyers needed them. That dynamic no longer applies. 

According to 6sense's 2024 B2B Buyer Experience Report, 81% of B2B buyers have 
already selected a preferred vendor before they ever speak to a sales rep. 
Furthermore, 85% have established their purchase requirements before initiating any 
contact with a seller. 

Source: 6sense 2024 B2B Buyer Experience Report 

Gartner research confirms the pattern: B2B buyers spend only 17% of their total 
buying time in direct contact with potential vendors. The remaining 83% of their 
journeys happen without your team in the room, on the call, or in the inbox. 

Source: Gartner, 2024 - B2B Buyer Behavior Research 

So when a C-suite executive finally agrees to a first meeting with your team, they're 
arriving with: 

• Context 
• Opinions 
• A shortlist 
• A frontrunner already selected, in most cases 

They're arriving, in other words, better informed than the seller who called the 
meeting. The first meeting is therefore the start of the relationship, and sellers who 
treat it as an educational pitch will lose the opportunity before the conversation finds 
its footing. 

  

WHAT SELLERS ARE MEASURING & WHY IT FAILS 

When your team walks into a first meeting focused on identifying what they can sell 
and how fast they can close it, the entire conversation gets structured around 
extracting information: budget range, timeline, decision-makers, procurement 
process. By the time the meeting ends, the seller has a qualification scorecard. The 
buyer has nothing. 

 

https://6sense.com/science-of-b2b/2024-buyer-experience-report/
https://brixongroup.com/en/the-modern-b2b-buying-journey-why-buyers-complete-80-of-their-journey-alone-and-how-you-can-still-remain-visible


[IMAGE #2: “Leave Prospects Better Than When You First Met Them”] 

 

C-suite buyers grant first meetings to assess whether an opportunity warrants their 
attention, to gather strategic intelligence they can't find elsewhere, or to evaluate 
whether the person across the table is worth their time long term. They're assessing a 
relationship before they're assessing a solution. Structuring the meeting around the 
seller's pipeline needs signals, with perfect clarity, that your team came for your own 
benefit, not theirs. 

Consequently, the metric most teams track — whether a next meeting was booked — 
measures the seller's agenda. The metric that predicts revenue, whether the buyer 
left better off, is the one almost no team tracks. 

  

WHAT C-SUITE BUYERS ARE LOOKING FOR 

When senior executives walk into a first meeting, they're carrying something most 
sellers never account for: emotional stakes. They're responsible for decisions that 
affect their organization, their people, and their own credibility. They need confidence 
that the person across the table understands the complexity of their world and can 
help them move through it. 

Brent Adamson and Karl Schmidt, authors of “The Framemaking Sale,” make a 
compelling case that the real breakthrough in enterprise selling is building the 
customer's confidence in themselves, in their own ability to make a large-scale, 
complex decision on behalf of their company. 

Source: The Framemaking Sale - Adamson & Schmidt 

This reframes how sellers should approach first meetings entirely. The preparation 
has to be oriented around the buyer's world, around the decision they're already 
trying to make and the organizational pressures bearing down on it, rather than 
around your company's positioning. 

C-suite buyers consistently expect four things from a first meeting worth their time: 

• Specific intelligence they couldn't find through their own research 
• A demonstrated understanding of their operational reality, not just their 

industry category 
• A framing that simplifies their decision complexity rather than adding to it 

https://www.theframemakingsale.com/


• Evidence that the relationship will be worth maintaining well before any 
purchase decision is made 

Sellers who arrive without any of these turn the meeting into noise. The buyer files it 
away as one more vendor call and moves on. Sellers who arrive with even one of 
these delivered with precision shift the conversation. The buyer engages. 

  

PRE-STATE, DELIVER & OVER-DELIVER: A 
REPLICABLE FIRST-MEETING STANDARD 

The most effective first meetings follow a three-part sequence: pre-state the value 
you're bringing, deliver it, then over-deliver it. 

Pre-stating value means opening the meeting with a direct declaration of what the 
buyer will have after the conversation that they didn't have walking in. That single act 
reframes the entire meeting. The buyer has a clear expectation. The seller has a 
commitment to keep. The dynamic shifts from seller pitching to seller delivering. 

 

[Image #3: “The 3-Step Framework for Becoming a Valued & Trusted Partner”] 

Delivering that value means following through specifically and concretely. 
Generalities don't accomplish this. Observations about the market don't accomplish 
this. What works is something the buyer can walk away with and use: 

• An insight that reveals a gap in their current approach 
• A data point that reframes how they've been measuring success 
• A framework that makes a decision they've been deferring suddenly feel 

manageable 
• A perspective on their market that they hadn't considered and can bring back 

to their leadership team 

Over-delivering is what separates a meeting the buyer remembers from one they 
forget. It means identifying one additional insight, one question the buyer didn't ask 
but should have, one angle they hadn't yet considered, and surfacing it in the final 
minutes. Over-delivery creates an implicit expectation: this person brought more 
than they committed to. Meeting with them again has a clear, anticipated return. 

This approach reflects what Adamson and Schmidt describe as Framemaking: 
helping customers focus on the right problem and make the best decision they can 



in as little time as possible. The seller operating this way functions as a decision 
coach, and decision coaches get called back. 

  

THE WORK THAT HAPPENS BEFORE THE MEETING 

The quality of a first meeting is almost entirely determined before it starts. Sellers 
who walk in without a point of view on the buyer's market, their competitive position, 
or the pressures bearing down on their organization put all the burden of the 
conversation on the buyer. That's the opposite of delivering value. 

Effective preparation means arriving with market insights already in hand, having 
studied the market and their target customers deeply enough to anticipate where 
the biggest obstacles are likely to be. The goal is to form a working hypothesis about 
what the buyer is navigating internally, and then use the conversation to test and 
refine it rather than to uncover it from scratch. 

The discipline is in how that preparation gets used. Walking in with a fully formed 
conclusion and presenting it as fact can backfire quickly, as it signals that the seller 
has already decided what the buyer needs before hearing from them. The 
preparation, accordingly, should inform the questions the seller asks, not replace 
them. A seller who arrives informed enough to ask the right questions creates a 
fundamentally different conversation than one who arrives to gather information. 

That distinction is the difference between a buyer who feels understood and a buyer 
who feels processed. 

  

WHAT HAS TO CHANGE IN HOW YOUR TEAM 
PREPARES 

Most first meetings are structured entirely around what the seller needs: a company 
overview, qualification questions, and a push for a defined next step on the seller's 
terms. The buyer sits through all of it, provides the information the seller came for, 
and walks away with nothing they came for. Then the seller asks for another hour of 
their time. 

Fixing this requires a structural reset in preparation, specifically across four areas: 



• Replace company-centric openers with buyer-centric value declarations: 
define precisely what this buyer will know, see, or be able to do differently after 
the conversation ends 

• Replace qualification questions with insight-generating ones: questions 
designed to reveal something the buyer didn't already know about their own 
situation, rather than questions designed to surface budget and timeline for 
the seller's pipeline 

• Replace the seller-driven next-step ask with a buyer-led one: close the 
meeting by asking what would be most valuable to the buyer as a logical next 
step, rather than pushing for a second meeting on the seller's timeline 

• Arrive with a hypothesis about the buyer's most pressing market constraint, 
one formed through research that goes well beyond what their website, 
LinkedIn, and recent press releases would tell anyone who looked 

This is the shift Adamson's framework describes as the move from selling to 
sensemaking: helping customers navigate their own complexity rather than layering 
more onto it. In first meetings with C-suite executives, this is the approach that earns 
the next conversation. 

ONE QUESTION THAT PREDICTS EVERY SECOND 
CONVERSATION 

The question every revenue leader should require their teams to answer after a first 
meeting is straightforward: did that buyer leave better off than when they arrived? 

Better off means more clarity, more confidence, or a clearer path forward on a 
decision they were already working through. It means the buyer now has something 
of genuine value they didn't have before the meeting, and that something came 
from the quality of your team's thinking and the specificity of their preparation. 

When your team can answer that question with evidence, the next steps follow 
naturally. The buyer determines what's of value to them. And when a second 
conversation happens, the dynamic in that room is fundamentally different from any 
conversation your competitors are having with the same executive, because the 
buyer already trusts that your team brings more than they promise. 

Most revenue teams lose the trust of senior buyers in first meetings because the 
meetings are built around seller objectives. Rebuilding them around buyer value is 
where solid relationships begin and sustainable pipeline comes from. It's the 
standard ELEVATE helps revenue organizations reach. 



  

  

ELEVATE helps revenue teams win must-win deals and build executive relationships that 
drive strategic growth. 
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