
Robots, Jars & Empathy 
How customer first thinking wins in B2B marketing



You must be interested in B2B marketing, right? 
Cool. So are we. Massively. We’re interested in the 
future of B2B marketing and the brands and businesses 
it serves. And, honestly, we believe it needs to change. 
So we want to help to change it. 

I mean, did you know that B2B marketing used to 
be called “Industrial Marketing”? Yeah, that’s where 
it came from. Industrial marketing. Eughh. Sounds 
grim doesn’t it? Like an old oil pump, metronomically 
extracting value. Tap, tap, tap, tap. 

And despite the name, things haven’t changed much. 
Still extracting value. Still industrial.

But, something has changed. Hasn’t it?
Or, someone to be precise. The customer. 
Smart B2B buyers, who’ve been trampled on, are weary. 
Weary of robotic targeting, of long winded and low 
value marketing, and weary of the same crap content 
they’ve been “served” over and over and over again.
They’re becoming B2B blind.

So, it’s time for change. And that change, we believe, 
starts with empathy. With real, powerful customer 
understanding and empathetic marketing. We believe 
passionately that this is the future of B2B marketing. 
And we believe passionately it’s your competitive 
advantage. So please, read on and find out how you 
can win the future with more customer centred, 
empathy driven marketing.
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We’ve got a  
people problem



Ok. So let’s get  
something straight.

We are now halfway through the 
business cycle Forrester calls the 
“Age of the Customer” to describe 
how increased access to critical 
purchasing information such as 
pricing, performance, and perceived 
value is tipping the balance of power 
from company to customer. And that 
trend has now rolled across virtually 
every industry and is affecting buyers’ 
behavior at every stage of the lifecycle.  1

1 “What B2B Buyers Crave”, Forrester Report, May 4 2020

Something that might have been lost 
on the way. Marketing and sales is 
about people. Real people. And our 
ability to understand, connect with and 
motivate them, is the key to doing it 
successfully. And B2B buyers are just 
people. Not business people. Not people 
in the middle of a journey. Just people. 
The same irrational, unpredictable, 
emotionally driven people, that live in 
the real world. The problem is, most  
B2B marketing has forgotten that.

See, B2B buyers expect more now. 
Just like you do. They’re self-sufficient, 
digitally smart and tired of wading 
through piles of marketing guff that’s 
neither helpful nor interesting. They’re 
evolved buyers, just like you. They want 
to feel like more than a data point. To 
be treated as partners, not targets. 

So, your job isn’t to convince them to 
buy anymore, it’s to help them to buy. 
To make it easier. Not harder. That’s 
what high growth companies do. They 
design marketing and sales experiences 
with empathy. Experiences that 
understand the buyer, who they are, 
what they think and what they need. 
Experiences that add value. That’s how 
they win. And empathetic design is the 
secret to that success.

We’ve got a people problem
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B2B has become 
THAT person



In 2018, 66% of B2B 
customers said they 
already get too much 
material from vendors.   

4

2,3,4 “Credible Empathetic Content Wins Over Elusive B2B Buyers”,  
        Forrester Report, April 30 2020

Fig. 1  
3

In 2019, 59% of B2B buyers agree that  
“Much of the material is useless” with 
regards to material received from vendors   

2

Imagine you’re at a party and someone 
introduces themselves to you. Let’s call 
them Dave. Dave immediately snores on 
about himself and how great he is. He 
uses long, meaningless words and silly 
jargon to try to impress you. And at no 
point does he make an effort to actually 
connect with you. He talks at you, not 
with you. It’s rude and unpleasant. And 
you quickly move on. But before you  
do, he asks you for your email address 
and phone number. All take, no give.  
No thanks. Nobody wants to meet Dave.

But, this is how most people experience 
B2B marketing. And if we behaved like 
this with real people, we’d get punched 
in the face. Because honestly, most B2B 
content sucks. It’s robotic, cold, sterile 
and generic. It’s self-obsessed and lacks 
any real, meaningful empathy. So, it’s 
boring and useless because it doesn’t 
understand the buyer. If you add to 
this, incessant data capture, and long 
nurtured journeys, it moves from boring, 
to annoying. And when you annoy 
someone, it weakens your brand. 

This is an accelerating problem. Because, 
with the help of technologies, platforms 
and systems, we’re getting faster 
and more efficient at producing and 
distributing marketing content. Content, 
that most B2B buyers find boring and 
unhelpful. As the famous copywriter 
David Abbot once said, “crap that arrives 
at the speed of light, is still crap”. We’re 
creating a wasteland of content landfill. 
Because we’re ignoring the audience it’s 
supposed to serve. It’s time to change.

B2B has become THAT person
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The pendulum has swung

5,6 The State Of Better And Best Practices in B2B Marketing, Forrester Infographic, July 28 2020

For B2B buyers, the game has changed. 
They now have endless choice and 
easy access to instant information. The 
power dynamic has shifted. They’re 
pulling all the strings. Everything is out 
there. From product performance, to 
peer reviews, to competitive pricing. 
And serious buyers do their homework 
and know what they want before they 
engage with sales. They don’t have the 
time to faff about with gated journeys 
or useless content. They don’t want 
a breadcrumb trail or a treasure hunt 
to get what they need. And, they don’t 
appreciate you thinking they do. To 
make matters worse, buyers increasingly 
prefer remote, digital or self-serve selling 
to face-to-face interactions. Yeah, the 
pendulum has swung and continues 
to swing. 

See, if given a choice, we find ways 
of working with people that “get us”. 
Because, to be understood is a basic 
human need. We like it. And buyers like 
it too. They want to work with, and are 
pulled towards, partners that understand 
them. Partners that understand what’s 
important in their industry and are 
viewed as real industry experts. So 
they can be trusted to add value. 
And partners that understand what’s 
important to them, personally, in their 
jobs and in their lives. 

They want to work with partners that 
demonstrate empathy and treat them 
like the smart, informed people they 
are. They don’t have the time to waste 
dealing with anything else. High growth 
B2B businesses get this. Their marketing 
and content understands their buyers. 
So it doesn’t get binned. And it’s more 
effective. For marketing to deliver on 
constantly rising growth goals, it needs 
to get this. We can’t simply get better at 
skills that matter less and less. We need 
to swing with the pendulum.

Fig. 2 
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Fig. 3 
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Old world vs new world

7, 8  Gartner, New B2B Buying Journey & Its Implication for Sales, https://www.gartner.com/en/sales/insights/b2b-buying-journey

Despite all these changes in buyer behaviour, B2B 
marketing and sales hasn’t really caught up. It’s 
not really swinging with the pendulum. Take sales 
pipelines for example. Most sales and marketing 
organisations still organise around pipelines. 
Pipelines that assume “targets” move logically 
from one buying stage to the next. But, this 
simply isn’t the case. This creates a misalignment 
between sales and the reality of the buying 
process. According to Gartner, “B2B buying 
doesn’t play out in any kind of predictable, linear 
order. Instead, customers engage in what one 
might call “looping” across a typical B2B purchase, 
revisiting each of those six buying jobs at least 
once. Buying jobs don’t happen sequentially, but 
more or less simultaneously”.7 Buyers actually 
engage in a process called “looping” across a 
typical B2B purchase by revisiting each of the 
buying jobs at least once. 

Old world selling still expects a buyer to move 
through a cycle, in sequence, logically. And it 
markets to this buyer, in that way. The buyer 
meanwhile, has moved on. Often moving through 
the buying stages simultaneously. Old world 
selling continues to treat the buyer like a cold  
data point. It continues to lack empathy.

B2B buying doesn’t play out in any kind of predictable, linear order.  
Instead, customers engage in what one might call “looping” across 
a typical B2B purchase, revisiting each of those six buying jobs at 
least once.  8

Fig. 4 
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You can’t read the label 
from inside the jar.

Trapped inside the jar

Businesses lack empathy because they prioritise their 
own needs (inside), over their customers needs (outside). 
They think from the “Inside Out”. Which is generally  
self-serving and lacking in empathy. So, it rarely connects 
with or serves the customer. Because you can’t read the 
label from inside the jar. Or, as John Le Carre said, “a  
desk is a dangerous place from which to view the world”.

B2B marketers, moreover, are stretched. They’re pulled 
in countless directions internally and can get distracted 
from who they really need to serve: The Customer. Our 
clients tell us they struggle with a lack of resources and 
a lack of actionable customer insights. Which doesn’t 
help. They also burn time dealing with constant ad hoc 
requests from sales. Or struggle to get sales and product 
to agree to focus on customer needs. And sometimes 
they get handed content from overseas that may not 
work for their customers. But, they need to find a way. 
Their future depends on it. Fig. 5 

9

This is where empathetic design thinking helps. It focuses outside the jar: from the 
“Outside In”. On the customer and the audience. And it puts structures in place to 
maintain that focus. This is how B2B marketing evolves. This is how you evolve.

VS

9 “The State Of Better And Best Practices in B2B Marketing, Forrester Infographic, July 28 2020 

Business first
Products and solutions first 

Internal process
Talkers
Targets

Systems first

INSIDE OUT

Customers first
Problems and needs first

External experience
Listeners
Partners

Empathy first

OUTSIDE IN
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We need to rebalance systems and empathy

But, why is empathy important you might 
well ask? Well, empathy creates trust, 
affinity, engagement and preference. It’s 
empathy, and people first thinking, that 
helps build brands and create demand. 
We know this now. Emotions drive 
decisions and have a greater impact on 
B2B commercial outcomes, than rational 
thinking. That’s how people work. As the 
famous neuroscientist António Damásio 
said, “We are not thinking machines that 
feel, but feeling machines that think.” 
And B2B buyers are no different. So, 
emotions and perceived personal value 
(what’s in it for me) shape their decisions. 

A study by CEB and Google, tested 
decision factors in making technology 
purchases. They compared business 
value, like functional benefits and 
business outcomes and personal value 
like emotional, social and self image 
benefits. They found that personal value 
has twice the effect on commercial 

B2B marketers need to reprioritise. They need to rebalance systems 
and empathetic design thinking. Just as a sound engineer tweaks a 
graphic equaliser, B2B marketers need to harmonise systems, tools 
and technology, with empathy. They need to behave less robotically. 
To understand and to add more value, before trying to extract it.

outcomes. Buyers make decisions 
for themselves. They’re driven by 
professional benefits (e.g. career), social 
benefits (e.g, popularity), emotional 
benefits (e.g. confidence) and self image 
benefits (e.g. pride). These have twice the 
effect. So, understanding these personal 
drivers, significantly improves success. 
And this is only possible with empathy. 
Empathy doubles your impact.

But we’ve become technology and 
systems obsessed. Technology is great. 
No question. It enables extraordinary 
possibilities in B2B demand and lead 
generation. It is, and will always be, 
critical to successful B2B marketing. 
But tools and systems aren’t enough. 
Systems and technologies help to build, 
target, process, deliver and drive great 
efficiencies. But empathy makes the 
difference. We’re not robots and we 
don’t want to deal with robots. 

In 2014, the social innovator Charles Leadbetter wrote a paper on 
city planning and described “systems and empathy” as the two 
ingredients that combine to make brilliant cities. Systems, he said, 
bring process, methods, reliability, scale, efficiencies. While empathy 
brings human connection, insight, and rapport, it understands, brings 
together, finds common ground, to share and exchange. Systems 
oil cities. Without effective power, transport, health and education 
systems, cities fall apart. But it’s empathy that makes cities human. 
A lack of systems leads to chaos, and a lack of empathy leads to 
incompatibility, discord, coldness. 

The Oodi Library in Helsinki introduced a robot to replace some 
human tasks in 2019. But people couldn’t connect with it. It was too 
cold, too abstract. It lacked empathy. So, inspired by Disney, they 
put big, exaggerated googly eyes on it. And added some sounds 
and human movement, to express more human states. People loved 
it. They empathised with people and designed a solution that felt 
warmer, less cold and sterile.

Systems and empathy

The robot and the googly eyes

Emotions drive decisions and have  
a greater impact on B2B commercial 
outcomes, than rational thinking.
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Four steps you can take to put customer empathy first

Do you remember why you got into 
marketing in the first place? The 
excitement of understanding people.  
Of gaining real insight into customers. 
And the magic of turning that insight 
into something of value to a business. 
Well, we need to bring that back. 

B2B marketing needs to put people 
first and embrace empathetic design 
thinking. It needs to own the customer 
relationship again. Really own it. By 
understanding people. And designing 
coherent marketing strategies, that 
place people at their very heart. It’s time 
for empathetic, design driven marketing.

Here are four simple steps you can take 
with your own teams, to bring more 
empathy into your marketing process.

We’ve all had to deal with crap customer personas, 
haven’t we? You know the ones. Templates, 
stuffed with customer stats. Dodgy stock photos. 
Some useless lines about favourite cereals. Yawn. 
Understanding your customer, though, is pretty 
important. But B2B misses the point. Customer 
understanding isn’t some sheet to be filled in, it’s a 
process. It reveals insight and brings you closer to 
your customers as real people. Which creates more 
effective, empathy driven marketing. 

We’ve found that a process called empathy mapping 
helps. This quick, collaborative workshop helps you 
think like your customer. It’s fun and broken into 4 
simple parts; what your customer thinks and feels, 
what they’re seeing, what they’re hearing and what 
they’re saying and doing. The process could reveal 
that a customer may see others getting promoted, so 
she might feel like she’s reached the glass ceiling. This 
deeper understanding, identifies more meaningful 
motivations and issues customers may have.

It works best when you invite a mix of people from 
around the organisation, to get different perspectives. 
What you’ll end up with is a richer picture of your 
customer, based on emotion and empathy. This is 
ground zero. Every decision from here, should be 
customer first and empathy led. And, the more you 
find out, the more you’ll want to know.

Empathy mapping
So, you’ve got a better picture of your customer and 
their issues now. Great. The next step is identifying 
the right problems to solve. In fact, we’ve found 
(by interviewing our own customers) that getting 
everyone on the same page and identifying the right 
problems to solve, are the two biggest challenges 
for B2B marketers. Sometimes that’s because there’s 
lots of marketing teams, across different markets, 
with different goals. Or miscommunication from HQ. 
Or just organisational silo issues. Either way, it slows 
things down or worse, ends up with teams focusing 
on the wrong things. 

We use a short workshop to help prioritise tasks  
and align goals at the start of a project. It’s called a  
MoSCoW workshop, which stands for; M - Must have, 
S - Should have, C - Could have and W - Won’t have. 

This workshop sets you up brilliantly for success  
by clarifying what you’re actually going to do.  
And, they can be run remotely, so don’t be afraid  
to include team members from different markets.  
Or, why not bring a rep from customer success  
into your workshop. They’ll bring a fresh perspective 
that wouldn’t occur to someone in marketing or 
sales. They could also educate the team around the 
vocabulary of the customer. This is the perfect way 
to get everyone on the same page and focused on 
the right problem from day one,

Right jobs, right goals

Download Tool Download Tool

https://atomic.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/The-Empathy-Map.pdf
https://atomic.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/The-MoSCow-Method.pdf


Four steps you can take to put customer empathy first

Now you’re on the road to success. Armed with real 
customer understanding and an aligned team, you’re 
ready to hit the market. But being truly empathetic, 
means checking in with your customers throughout 
the marketing process. So at this point, you can 
bring the customer closer. Involve them, by thinking 
like a designer.

Designers aren’t afraid to test their work on the end 
users. They don’t assume an approach. They test it 
first. Because, “assumptions are the mother of all 
f*ck-ups”. We all carry tonnes of assumptions and 
biases. Testing with customers saves time and money 
by eliminating risk around concepts. This can mean 
testing different kinds of prototypes, from lo-fi back-
of-a-napkin doodles, to hi-fi prototypes like designed 
landing pages. Valuable insight from the end-user or 
customer, points you in the right direction. 

Employing design thinking methodology is a great 
way to ensure you keep your customer at the heart 
of your process. Here’s a handy experiment card, to 
help you on the way. You can use this to define how 
a test should work.

Test and learn
Ok. Last but not least and arguably the most 
important part. You’ve done the hard work on 
customer understanding, you’ve the aligned team  
on the right problems to solve and you’ve tested 
and iterated the work. Now you have a symphony  
of activity in the market. This is where empathy 
really matters. Here, you need to understand  
that your customer isn’t a lead or a user but a 
person. They experience your brand, product  
and communication emotionally. 

How they feel and behave along the buying journey  
is important. Everything from the marketing team 
needs to harmonise. Amplifying, not detracting from 
the experience. You want to avoid the sins of the 
past, like frustrating gated experiences and annoying 
content cul de sacs. 

Customer journey mapping is a great way to do 
this. You can map out the entire journey. And zoom 
out to understand what may happen outside of the 
marketing journey too, which is important because  
it can have a big effect on the emotional state, or the 
readiness of the customer to engage. You can also 
zoom in and deep dive into the specific moments  
your customer will have with your brand, as they 
move along the buying journey. It helps to visualise 
the entire journey, to help harmonise experience 
for the customer. Here’s a simple customer journey 
template you can use to get going. 

Journey mapping

Download Tool

Download Tool

https://atomic.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/The-Experiment-Cheatsheet.pdf
https://atomic.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Customer-Journey-Map.pdf


ROBOTS, JARS AND EMPATHY

Atomic
Atomic is a strategic and creative 
partner to some of the world’s most 
ambitious B2B Tech brands. We 
help global marketers to understand 
their customers better – and create 
experiences, messages and campaigns 
that drive growth.

Get in touch

info@atomic.ie 
+353 1 407 0700 
15A Bishops Street,  
Dublin 8,  
D08 DK37, Ireland


