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Abstract
Purpose – The majority of business-to-business companies are working on their digital transformation in sales. Despite enormous transformation
efforts, the expected productivity gains are often missing in most companies. Based on empirical research, this paper aims to develop a new marketoriented transformation model. Management implications as well as future research directions are derived for a more focused digital transformation
process in sales.
Design/methodology/approach – Within the exploratory research study, 90 key informants were interviewed to provide better insights in the
context of digital transformation in sales. The accuracy of the research results was safeguarded by triangulation.
Findings – As this research paper will show, the reasons for the missing productivity gains caused by a limited knowledge about the main success
factors of digital transformation as well as a lack of understanding of digital transformation as an evolving process.
Originality/value – Based on the empirical research, a new market-oriented transformation model is developed and management implications as
well as future research directions are derived for a more focused digital transformation process in sales.
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Srivastava et al., 1999; Tanner et al., 2005). Since the 2010s,
sales research has increasingly included additional digital
tools such as social media, mobile marketing (Lamberton and
Stephen, 2016; Kumar et al., 2020) and only recently also
artiﬁcial intelligence (AI) technologies (Singh et al., 2019).
Despite the companies’ enormous efforts and investments in
their digital transformation, the scientiﬁc discussion revolving
around the “productivity paradox” (Gordon, 2016; Saniee et al.,
2017; Solow, 1987) has never really stopped as the expected
productivity gains have hardly materialized (Acemoglu et al.,
2014; Buttle et al., 2006) or the transformation projects have
even failed (Davenport and Westerman, 2018). Consequently,
companies are uncertain about the future direction of their digital
transformation process.
This research paper aims to provide a conceptual framework
on how to engage more adequately in the digital transformation

1. Introduction
A company’s digital transformation can lead to substantial
productivity gains (Brynjolfsson and Hitt, 1998, 2000):
modern information technology (IT) reduces communication
and coordination costs signiﬁcantly and/or allows companies to
improve their existing product portfolio or even create new
products. Thus:
[. . .] the business value of computers is limited less by computational
capability and more by the ability of managers to invent new processes,
procedures and organizational structures that leverage this capability
(Brynjolfsson and Hitt, 2000).

Accordingly, most business-to-business companies have
started their digital transformation projects to further ensure
their competitiveness (Tabrizi et al., 2019).
Sales is making its own effort in contributing to the
productivity gains of the company: since the 1980s sales
researchers have been particularly concerned with the
implementation of digital technologies in the form of customer
relationship management (CRM) systems or sales force
automation (SFA) (Buttle et al., 2006; Honeycutt, 2002;
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process in sales by identifying the key management areas of
digital transformation as well as by taking interdependencies
across the company’s departments and the company’s
ecosystem into account. In the following sections, the paper
reviews the literature on digital transformation in sales, explains
the design of the exploratory research study, highlights its major
ﬁndings and derives a market-oriented model for digital
transformation. Based on these insights, management
implications for companies as well as directions for future
research will be derived.

business models (Loebbecke and Picot, 2015; Ritter and
Pedersen, 2020) as well as the working behavior of people
(Hirsch-Kreinsen, 2016). All these changes need to be managed
in a way that improves a company’s competitiveness, i.e.
increasing its effectiveness as well as its efﬁciency (Hunt and
Duhan, 2002). We therefore suggest deﬁning the term “digital
transformation” as “[. . .] the modiﬁcation of processes,
products, business models as well as human behaviors by digital
technologies, which aims at designing the companies’ business
activities more efﬁciently and effectively.” Thereby, we
consciously leave the term “digital technologies” ambiguous,
because the width and breadth of the existing and upcoming
digital technologies can hardly be deﬁned from today’s point of
view (Lamberton and Stephen, 2016; Singh et al., 2019), but
they are anyway just means to improve a company’s
competitiveness.
In addition, the term “digital transformation” captures much
better the strategic dimension as well as the value-creation
objective of current developments: When researchers discussed
the issue of “IT-enabled transformation” in the 1980s and
1990s (Ginzberg, 1981; Hill and Swenson, 1994; Zuboff,
1988), they were primarily focusing on the technological
dimensions, rather than on the business or even societal
implications of using and implementing information
technologies (Bharadwaj et al., 2013). The perspective has
changed considerably, as companies increasingly understand
the fundamental impact of digital technologies on people’ daily
life and companies’ processes (Shapiro and Varian, 1999; Picot
et al., 2008) as well as the relevance of corporate’s ecosystems
(Aarikka-Stenroos and Ritala, 2017) within the companies’
value creation process (Anderson and Narus, 1998; Slater,
1997; Ulaga and Eggert, 2006; Woodruff, 1997). Particularly,
the companies’ slow shift toward the concept of value creation
(Kumar and Reinartz, 2016; Terho et al., 2012; Wirtz and
Ehret, 2017) implies their increasing awareness of and
requirement for a more sophisticated market intelligence (MI).
Even though the required data collection can be perfectly
facilitated by the diverse digital technologies (Brynjolfsson and
Kahin, 2002; Iansiti and Lakhani, 2014; Tanner et al., 2005),
the company’s business logic as well as the required processes
and data need to be deﬁned before hand (Brynjolfsson and
Hitt, 2000; Buttle et al., 2006; Loebbecke and Picot, 2015).
Beyond the challenges of deﬁning “digital transformation,” it
is still unclear how digital transformation works properly (Matt
et al., 2015). Various approaches are suggested [see Vial (2019)
for an overview] but are mainly technology driven, even though
the customer experience should be the prime focus in the
transformation process (Steward et al., 2019; Tabrizi et al.,
2019). Already since the 1990s, but more intensely since the
2000s (Honeycutt, 2002; Speier and Venkatesh, 2002;
Srivastava et al., 1999), sales researchers have been concerned
with the impact of the internet, new communication
technologies as well as CRM systems on selling and sales
management. By using CRM systems:

2. Literature review on the digital transformation
in sales
Despite the impression that the phenomenon of digital
transformation must have been exhaustively discussed from a
theoretical and practical point of view (Bharadwaj et al., 2013;
Hess et al., 2016; Matt et al., 2015; Ross, 2019; Westerman
et al., 2011), it still has to be considered as a rather young
research domain (Vial, 2019; Singh et al., 2019). Based on a
comprehensive research study using grounded theory
(Wolfswinkel et al., 2013), Vial (2019) shows in his paper that
researchers are still not clear about the deﬁnition of “digital
transformation,” its scale and scope as well as the differences
between
“digital
transformation”
and
“IT-enabled
transformation.”
The term “digital transformation” is primarily discussed in
the research domain of “Information Systems” (Vial, 2019),
but increasingly also in sales (Singh et al., 2019), and
encompasses profound organizational (Hess et al., 2016) as
well as societal changes (Agarwal et al., 2010; Majchrzak et al.,
2016). However, many of the proposed deﬁnitions use unclear
terms, are circular and conﬂate the concept and its impact
(Vial, 2019). Instead, deﬁnitions on “digital transformation”
should clearly state the unit of analysis, the transformation’s
scope, the means of the transformation as well as the expected
outcome. Although we principally agree with Vial’s approach,
his suggested deﬁnition of “digital transformation as a process
that aims to improve an entity by triggering signiﬁcant changes
to its properties through combinations of information,
computing, communication, and connectivity technologies”
(Vial, 2019) as a synthesis of his research does not really
provide more clarity from a management’s perspective.
In contrast to Vial, the unit of analysis should not be an
undeﬁned “entity,” but the company itself. Marketing and sales
are not interested in transformation in general (e.g. across
corporations, industries and society), but in a manageable, i.e.
inﬂuenceable and controllable, transformation process, which
can only take place within a company. This does not neglect the
companies’ ecosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; AarikkaStenroos and Ritala, 2017), whose interdependencies have to be
clearly acknowledged; but the ecosystem needs to be considered
more as a company’s strategic framework rather than a
manageable unit. Also, the terms “process” or “triggering
signiﬁcant changes” neither describe the scale and the scope nor
the outcome of digital transformation adequately. Reﬂecting on
the impact of digital technologies, changes occur regarding the
design of processes (Denner et al., 2018; Picot et al., 2008;
Shapiro and Varian, 1999), the development of smart products
and services (Chowdhury et al., 2018), the creation of new

[. . .] these customer data provide a complete record of the customer’s
interactions in a timely and readily accessible format to drive the analytic
CRM process, the development of marketing strategies, and feedback (or
suggestion prompts) to the sales force and channels. As a consequence, the
ﬁrm is more likely to settle on a “holistic” view of the customer that will
enable enterprise-level marketing, sales, and channel decisions that drive
customer satisfaction through more timely, relevant, and personalized
products/service offers, messages, and interactions (Tanner et al., 2005).
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3. Design of the exploratory research study

Despite the great opportunities and further intense research
(Lamberton and Stephen, 2016; Obal and Lancioni, 2013;
Singh et al., 2019; Steel et al., 2013; Stein et al., 2013), the
application of digital technologies never really did meet these
huge expectations, neither for CRM systems nor for SFA
(Buttle et al., 2006; Cascio et al., 2010; Choa and Chang, 2008;
Honeycutt, 2005; Speier and Venkatesh, 2002; Stein et al.,
2013). Speier and Venkatesh (2002) identiﬁed a mismatch
between the design of the implemented tools and salespeople’s
competencies as the tools did not “play to the strengths” of the
salespeople. Buttle et al. (2006) are convinced that the major
reason for failures regarding the implementation and
application of digital technologies in sales is the companies’
current prime focus on “people” and “technology,” even
though “process” is at least as important as the other two
factors (Buttle, 2004; Wright and Donaldson, 2002). During a
company’s digital transformation, designing or re-engineering
its selling processes will be key to enabling its sales organization
to fulﬁll the customers’ needs even more efﬁciently and
effectively than before (Brynjolfsson and Hitt, 2000;
Loebbecke and Picot, 2015). On top, companies take on a too
myopic view as they neglect their customers as well as their
business context, especially their partners and/or their
competitors, when designing their digital transformation
strategies (Buttle et al., 2006).
Regardless of these unsolved issues, more recent research
is focusing on the application of “Big Data” (Chierici et al.,
2019; Elia et al., 2020; Hajlia et al., 2020; Hallikainen et al.,
2020; Wang and Wang, 2020), social media and other
digital tools (Ancillai et al., 2019; Lamberton and Stephen,
2016; Nunan et al., 2018; Pascucci et al., 2018; Wang et al.,
2017) or even AI (Singh et al., 2019) in business-to-business
transactions. Notwithstanding, the increasing amount of
literature on digital transformation in sales and research in
this domain is highly fragmented and primarily focuses on
speciﬁc stakeholders of the sales transformation process,
which Buttle et al. (2006) already pointed out almost
15 years ago and which is still valid today. The high value of
this research in the domain of “sales profession” and “sales
professionals” (Singh et al., 2019) is unquestionable, but it
will only partly be able to answer why companies’ digital
transformation projects (in sales) succeed or fail. The sales
people and sales organization are interdependent with the
rest of the company’s departments and the company to think
and act fully market oriented (Day, 1994; Narver and Slater,
1990; Slater and Narver, 1995). Thus, it is necessary to
widen the research perspective, take the company with all its
departments as well as its ecosystem into account and build
a model for “digital transformation” on theoretical grounds
(Buttle et al., 2006). Only then, can we derive explicit
management
recommendations
for
the
digital
transformation in sales, and thereby include the more
speciﬁc research on “sales profession” and “sales
professionals” again.
With the following exploratory research study, we therefore
aim for a more comprehensive approach capturing the
complexity and interdependencies of the sales processes, digital
(sales) technologies and its ecosystem.

Considering the results of the literature review and Buttle
et al.’s (2006) request for a more theoretical approach toward
explaining digital transformation in sales, an exploratory
research study was initiated to provide more insights in the
context of digital transformation in sales. In the following
section, the research questions will be developed, then the
setup of the research sample and the data collection will be
described, and the procedure of the expert interviews will be
explained.
3.1 Development of research questions
Although companies have already started to transform their
businesses using digital technologies to increase their
competitiveness (Tabrizi et al., 2019), it is still unclear in the
sales research literature who really is or who should be in charge
of the whole process and who/what is driving the digital
transformation in sales (Matt et al., 2015). The same is true for
the barriers to the transformation process as well as the
company’s know-how of and readiness for the digital
transformation in sales (Vial, 2019). The following three
questions were therefore derived regarding the perception of
the digital transformation process in sales within the
companies:
Q1.

Who should be responsible for the digital transformation
in sales?

Q2.

Who/what are the major drivers of digital transformation
in sales and who/what are the major barriers?

Q3.

Do you think that your company has the necessary
know-how to succeed in its effort of digital
transformation in sales?

Reviewing the business-to-business sales management
literature shows a long history, but also a wide variety of sales
management approaches (Anderson et al., 2008; Bohlig and
Care, 1975; Cuevas et al., 2015; Guenzi and Geiger, 2011;
Ingram et al., 2015; Johnston and Marshall, 2013; Wotruba,
1981). Researchers more or less agree on the sales process
consisting basically of the ﬁve sales process steps, market
analysis, selection of target customers and lead generation,
negotiation, business transaction and after sales. But, the concept
of business types is rather unknown in business-to-business
sales management research (outside of Germany), even though
it builds upon a sound theoretical theory, i.e. transaction cost
economics (TCE). However, the acknowledgment of business
types is key for better explaining as well as understanding the
wide variety of sales approaches as there is a fundamental
difference if a company sells copy machines, ofﬁce supplies,
power plants or high-tech components for the automobile
industry. Already in the late 1970s/early 1980s researchers
developed the idea of business types (Backhaus and Guenter,
1976) based on TCE (Williamson, 1975) and since then
researchers distinguish the following three business types with
respect to their degree of asset speciﬁcity (Backhaus and
Muehlfeld, 2005), i.e. to which degree the company can only
make use of its assets in a speciﬁc bilateral transaction context:

the product business (low asset speciﬁcity);
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the project business (medium asset speciﬁcity); and
the relational business (high asset speciﬁcity).

3.2 Sample and data collection
Because of the width and breadth of the topic of “digital
transformation in sales,” we decided to conduct an exploratory
research study based on expert interviews. Therefore, the
authors used the methodology of key informant (Churchill,
1979), who is an expert source of information and has more
insights into speciﬁc topics than others because of its personal
skills or position within an organization. Using single key
informants for each company, however, would not lead to
reliable and valid results as our own pre-study indicated. The
individual perspective on the transformation process varies
signiﬁcantly depending on the hierarchical level of the
interviewed person. Trying to contain the problem of
“informant bias” (Bagozzi et al., 1991), triangulation
(Rindﬂeisch et al., 2008; Van Bruggen et al., 2002) was applied
to improve the accuracy of the key informant approach
(Homburg et al., 2012). In the exploratory study, which took
place from January to November 2017 in Germany, we
therefore interviewed 90 persons from 30 German mediumsized companies with an average annual turnover of e250m and
around 1,300 employees. Each company allowed us to
interview three people, one managing director (MD)/member
of the board of management, one sales director (SD) and one
sales representative. We were thus able to make the results
more comparable and meaningful. All interviews were
conducted personally or via telephone and took between 90
and 180 min.
The expert interviews were only conducted by senior sales
management researchers. Based on a semi-standardized
questionnaire, the arguments and assessments of the
interviewees were documented in a written form and later
analyzed using in-depth text analysis method. The text analysis
was conducted by two independent researchers and their
results were later compared to ensure correct comprehension.
After the analysis, the results were veriﬁed by the interviewees
in a separate follow-up-meeting.

While in the product business companies produce
standardized products in advance and wait for orders, which
are then primarily served from stock, companies active in the
project business and the relational business only start producing
their products after the negotiation has successfully been
completed, because these products are highly customized.
The main difference between the project business and the
relational business is that in the project business, it is a onetime project (e.g. building a bridge or a power plant),
whereas in the relational business, the customer is served on
a regular basis with the same product (e.g. component/
system supplier in the automobile industry). The more
customized the company’s products are, the more dedicated
are its machine park, its human resources etc. to that
transaction design – and thus the higher is its asset
speciﬁcity. As each of these business types requires a
different sales approach for safeguarding against
opportunistic behavior (Williamson, 1975), the design of
the ﬁve general sales process steps will change considerably.
Consequently, the application of digital sales technologies
as well as the design of the digital sales technologies’
functions/features will also differ with respect to the chosen
business type.
To allow a better comparison between the different business
types, we applied in the research study a uniﬁed sales process in
all three cases, but asked the interviewed persons for an
individual evaluation of each sales process step (market analysis,
selection of target customers and lead generation, negotiation, business
transaction and after sales) within the speciﬁc business type. In
addition, the maximum digitization potential, the current degree
of digitization and the subsequent future digitization potential of
each single sales process step was assessed. Based on these
considerations, the following four questions were asked for better
understanding the differences between business types with
respect to the digital transformation in sales:
Q4.

In which business type(s) are you active?

Q5.

Assess the relevance of each sales process step within
your business type (by distributing 100 points across all 5
sales process steps).

Q6.

Given all activities within each sales process step, how
much can be digitally processed (in percentage)?

Q7.

How much of the sales process steps’ activities have your
company already digitized, which can be digitized at all
(in percentage)?

4. Results of the exploratory research study
The results of the ﬁrst research question regarding the
individual perception of the digital transformation process are
rather interesting. Undisputed by all three hierarchical levels is
the fact that the main responsibility for the digital
transformation in sales lies with the MD – and that the MD
is also the major driver of the whole process. While the MDs
agree that besides the MD also the IT department as well as
marketing is driving the transformation process, SDs
acknowledge primarily their customers as well as the IT
department as additional drivers. The sales representatives,
however, see the competitors as well as the marketing
department as the second and third top drivers.
Most interesting of course is the driver not mentioned as a
top driver: even though the topic of the research study was on
“digital transformation in sales” and it was explicitly stated to
all interviewees, none of the three groups sees the SD as a top
driver in this process – not even the SDs themselves. It is
therefore not surprising that transformation projects in sales
often lack the necessary momentum (Figure 1).
Regarding the barriers, the two leadership positions, the MD
as well as the SD, agreed fully on the two major barriers, i.e.

Besides these aspects of individual perception of the
transformation process as well as the relevance of the business
type, we also asked the interviewees in an open question for
additional aspects, which were relevant from their point of view
to master the digital transformation in sales on an operational
level successfully. The ﬁnal research question therefore is:
Q8.

Which aspect(s) do you think are also essential to master
the digital transformation in sales on an operational level
successfully?
602

Sales as an evolving process

Journal of Business & Industrial Marketing

Stefan Wengler, Gabriele Hildmann and Ulrich Vossebein

Volume 36 · Number 4 · 2021 · 599–614

Figure 1 Top three drivers and barriers of digital transformation in sales from the perspective of different hierarchical levels
Top-3Drivers

Top-3Barriers
90%

Managing Director
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Director
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Managing Director
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55%
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78%
53%

Customers

46%

37%

Budget constraints

The results for the business-type related research questions
are explained exemplary for each sales process step shown in
Figure 2: as it becomes immediately evident in Figure 2, the
sales process step “Market Analysis” has a much higher
relevance in the product business (20%) than in the project
business (5%) or the relational business (5%). This result can
be explained by the fact that the product business is
characterized by focusing on a rather anonymous mass market
and that the customer is hardly involved in the product
development process. In contrast, the project business as well
as the relational business are much more focused on individual
customers – and the business transaction takes place in
markets, which are rather small and manageable in size. As one
SD of a tier-2 automobile supplier put it (following a relational
business approach): “We got them [customers] all [. . .]! Why
do we need to do an extra market analysis?”
The maximum digitization potential of this sales process step
is assumed by companies in the product business at around
60% of the totally required activities of “Market Analysis.” In
the case of the project business, companies assume a
proportion of around 35% of all activities – and in the relational
business even below that, at around 20%. Asked for the current
digitization degree of the sales process step, the results are

time constraints as well as a lack of necessary digitization knowhow. In this context, the third barrier of the SDs, who often see
their sales processes not properly deﬁned and designed to
proceed with the digital transformation process is very
important. Given these insights, the general hesitation of the
SDs becomes thus more understandable. Interestingly, the SD
thus raised similar concerns as other researchers (Buttle et al.,
2006; Denner et al., 2018; Picot et al., 2008; Wright and
Donaldson, 2002), who agree that a proper process design will
be key for a successful digital transformation.
The sales representative provide a very interesting viewpoint as
they agree with the other two regarding time constraints and with
the MD regarding customers, who often do not seem to be
sufﬁciently prepared – or who are using different systems.
Instead, they see budget constraints as a major issue, but are fully
convinced that the companies have the necessary know-how at
hand for transforming sales properly. This misperception is fatal:
it highlights the sales representatives’ exaggerated trust in the
companies’ leadership teams (and thus puts a lot of burden on
them), and also the sales representatives’ lack of recognition of
their own responsibility in the whole transformation process and
of the necessity to acquire the missing digitization know-how
themselves.

Figure 2 Sales process step “Market Analysis” across all three business types

Product Business

Market
Analysis

Project Business

Relaonal Business

20%

5%

5%

60%

35%

20%

10%

15%
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Relevance of the Sales Process Step within the Sales Process of the selected Business Type
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max. Digizaon Potenal of the Sales Process Step
current Digizaon Degree of the Sales Process Step
Potenal for further Digizaon of the Sales Process Step
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Figure 3 The complete sales process across all three business types
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rather similar across all business types – varying between 10 and
15%, i.e. much room for improvement is still given with respect
to the digital transformation of this sales process step.
An assessment of the complete sales process as shown in
Figure 3 conﬁrms in a rather convincing way the substantial
inﬂuence of the business type on the digital transformation in
business-to-business sales. The relevance of the individual sales
process steps as well as the maximal digitization degree deviate
signiﬁcantly between the three business types. While the
selection of target customers and the generation of customer
leads are of major importance for successful sales in the product
business, the focus in the project business as well as the
relational business lays on the processing of the business
transaction. The different focuses can be explained because of
the business types’ characteristics: in the product business, the
product already exists – and might already be in stock. An
electronic order processing and a fast delivery process can easily
be implemented; the more challenging task is the selection of

attractive target customers and a proper lead generation. In
contrast, the development and production of the service
offering in the project business only starts after signing the
contract as it includes e.g. power plants, buildings or consulting
services. A similar situation occurs in the relational business,
where companies only start their (joint) product development
process after signing the contract.
The digitization degrees of the different sales process steps
show considerable differences across the business types, too.
The highest value of up to 90% can be found in the “Processing
of Business Transaction” in the relational business type.
Because of close supplier–customer relationships in this
predominantly original equipment manufacturer business,
companies are not only process-wise, but also (increasingly)
IT-wise closely interlinked with each other – and allow a
continuous stream and exchange of various data. In second
place follows the product business also in the sales process step
“Processing of Business Transaction” with around 80%, which
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can be explained by the use of electronic market places or other
e-commerce tools.
An important result of the interviews is the insight that in
many sales process steps, the “manual” or “analogue” sales
activities are still indispensable. Particularly the “(Preparation
of) Negotiation” as well as “Processing of Business
Transaction” in the relational business show low digitalization
potential of just 25% or even 20%, respectively. Also, the high
digitization degree in the “Processing of Business Transaction”
at around 80% in the product business should not cover up the
fact that the process step’s digitalization potential is just at
around 40% – because of the (still) high degree of manual labor
in many warehouses such as at Amazon.
Another essential outcome of the exploratory research was
the fact that many companies are not only following one (20%),
but sometimes two (47%) or even all three business types
(33%) at the same time. These situations are rather challenging
for most small and medium-sized companies as they will try to
follow one standardized digitalization approach regarding their
IT systems, which will cause severe problems in their business
processes – particularly with respect to their customers. As one
interviewee put it: “Digitization ranges in this process step from
20–80%.” Asking for the reason behind this variance, he
explained that since the implementation of a CRM system, the
product business is covered 80% digitally, while for the project
business, his colleagues have started to work again with paper
and pencil as their old system was shut down after the CRM’s
implementation and the new CRM system does not ﬁt at all to
the existing workﬂow of the project business. Therefore,
companies with two and three business types will have to accept
the fact that each business type requires not only its own sales
process design, but also its own IT templates (Figure 4).
The issue of capacity building (Schilke et al., 2018; Teece,
2007; Teece, 2014), i.e. building up know-how concerning
“digital transformation in sales,” played a major role in research
question R8. Most companies felt helpless regarding the aspect
of “data,” even though they are seen to be key in mastering the
digital transformation (Helfat and Raubitschek, 2018). Neither
do they really feel prepared to collect the correct data, nor do
they know how to properly analyze and later use these data,
results which are conﬁrmed by similar research studies (Wright
and Donaldson, 2002). In this context, the topic of MI,
complementary to the more internally oriented business
intelligence systems currently set up in most companies based
on their ﬁnance and accounting data, came up very frequently,
although none of the interviewed companies had any idea what
a comprehensive MI should look like. Despite the awareness of
the relevance of MI systems, companies are rather inactive
regarding this topic, most probably because of insufﬁcient
knowledge of how to develop and implement it.

Another aspect raised in R8 concerns digital tools and
technologies. In this context, management boards feel like
“being caught in the fog.” Much is said about the great
potential for business by using digital technologies [for an
overview, see Singh et al. (2019) and Vial (2019)], but
researchers are still surprisingly silent about when to use which
digital tool and how it should be designed properly.
Considering that hundreds of alternative digital tools exist,
management’s uncertainty in the context of business types is
even more understandable.
Closely related to the new digital tools and technologies is
the aspect of key performance indicators (KPIs). Interviewees
repeatedly requested more information and ideas on KPIs,
because new tools require new KPIs. Although a limited
amount of new KPIs are suggested in the literature
(Brynjolfsson and Kahin, 2002), hardly any of them have
been introduced so far. Instead, managers still follow “oldschool” KPIs, which might not be applicable anymore like
many years or even decades ago. Without suitable KPIs,
however, it will be very difﬁcult to manage a company
properly in the digital era.
Given these uncertainties and misconceptions within the
companies, it is in fact not surprising that most medium-sized
companies are hesitant about their digital transformation in
sales. A clearer direction for the transformation process and
more speciﬁc ideas are required to move forward faster and
with more conﬁdence. Based on the literature review and on
the empirical ﬁndings, the authors develop a conceptual
transformation model, which will provide companies and its
employees, on all hierarchical levels, proper guidance in the
process of digital transformation in sales.

5. Concept of the market-oriented transformation
model
For conceptualizing a market-oriented transformation model
properly, it is important to understand that a company’s
ecosystem is deterministic for its value creation process – and
thus also for digital transformation: while in the 1970s a more
transactional perspective on business transactions dominated
(Bagozzi, 1974; Kotler, 1972; Hunt, 1983), leading researchers
took on a more relational perspective in the late 1980s/early
1990s (Bagozzi, 1994; Kotler, 1997; Morgan and Hunt, 1994).
The change in research direction culminated in a rich stream of
relationship marketing research (Day and Montgomery, 1999;
Grönroos, 1994; Gummesson, 1994; Sheth and Parvatiyar,
1995). However, even the bilateral relationship perspective did
not seem to sufﬁce as companies became increasingly unable to
create and deliver all the customer value by themselves, because
of the growing complexity of their products. The research focus
therefore shifted to value creation networks (Achrol, 1997;

Figure 4 Companies doing business in one or more business types
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Achrol and Kotler, 1999; de Man, 2004; Möller and Rajala,
2007). But again, it appears necessary to extend researchers’
perspective as digital technologies span not only across
company and network boundaries, but increasingly also across
industries and affect various other stakeholders as well because
of the growing economic interdependencies. Thus, the network
perspective needs to be extended to the more comprehensive
ecosystem perspective of value creation (Aarikka-Stenroos and
Ritala, 2017) as neither company nor industry boundaries
should constrain the process of (innovative) value creation for
the customer in times of digital transformation (Picot et al.,
2008). Even though the company’s ecosystem consists of more
than its customers, partners and competitors, the authors
restricted their model to these three major stakeholders as they
are constituent for the required market-oriented perspective
(Day, 1994; Narver and Slater, 1990; Slater and Narver, 1995)
within the company’s value-creation process (Anderson and
Narus, 1998; Slater, 1997; Woodruff, 1997) as well as to keep
the market-oriented transformation model simple.
Whereas customers, partners and competitors represent the
company’s ecosystem and thus its external framework, the
business model, the business type as well as the company’s
resources constitute its internal framework (Figure 5). Since
Abell’s (1980) approach of deﬁning the business, the strategic
importance of deﬁning the relevant market and thus of the
company’s business model (Tikkanen et al., 2005) is
undisputed in the marketing and sales literature. It has been
explained in detail before that a company in business-tobusiness markets can thereby follow up to three different
business types (Backhaus and Guenter, 1976; Backhaus and
Muehlfeld, 2005) in delivering customer value (using many
more sales channels). Its resource endowment determines the
company’s scale and scope as well as its management ﬂexibility.
For complexity reasons, the authors assume the business
model, the business type as well as the company’s resources as
given. Even though we see enormous opportunities for new
business models built upon evolving digital technologies as well
as “Big Data” (Loebbecke and Picot, 2015), we assume that

the transformation model starts out on the basis of the
company’s existing business and resources.
Derived from the insights of the interviews, “people,”
“processes” and “data” constitute the core of the marketoriented transformation model and have to be recognized as the
main success factors of digital transformation as they can be
directly inﬂuenced by and are under the direct control of the
management team.
In accordance with the literature (Hess et al., 2016; Ross,
2019), the research study’s ﬁndings back the key role of
“people” in the context of “digital transformation in sales” as
well as the need for additional capacity building in
transformational times (Schilke et al., 2018; Teece, 2014).
Thereby, the success factor “people” includes the company’s
management, its employees and the range of competencies
across the company. Larger digital transformation projects will
only succeed if the company’s top management is actively
involved and explicitly supports these projects (Ross, 2019),
which was already recognized by the interviewed MDs.
Understanding, accepting and taking on their leadership role
becomes even more important as the employees’ trust in their
MDs’ digitization capabilities and know-how is surprisingly
high. At the same time it is reasonable: the whole
transformation process is about changing existing workﬂows
(fundamentally), eliminating traditional sales tasks or even
implementing new business models to become a more marketoriented corporation. Therefore, employees need to have faith,
that the transformation process will succeed and that in the
long run they will also be part of the organization despite these
fundamental changes; otherwise, the evolving job uncertainty
would result in negative employee motivation. Another vital
aspect in this context is the development of digital
competencies at all levels [see also the discussion in Vial
(2019)], especially dealing with data. More professional,
market-oriented data management will be indispensable for the
company’s survival, which requires knowledge about searching,
collecting and processing data as well as a stronger
collaboration and teamwork within the sales team, but also
across the company’s various departments. Major adaptations

Figure 5 The market-oriented transformation model

Customers

Processes

People

IT Systems

606

Data

Competors

Partners

Business Model/Business Type/Resources

Sales as an evolving process

Journal of Business & Industrial Marketing

Stefan Wengler, Gabriele Hildmann and Ulrich Vossebein

Volume 36 · Number 4 · 2021 · 599–614

in the company’s incentive structure will support the digital
transformation – following Chandler’s insight of “structure
follows strategy” (Chandler, 1962).
The second success factor “processes” is regularly
mentioned in the literature (Denner et al., 2018; Picot et al.,
2008), but does not receive the attention it deserves (Buttle
et al., 2006). In his research on the most relevant factors
inﬂuencing a successful CRM implementation, Buttle (2004)
identiﬁes – besides people and technology – in particular
“processes.” In our interviews, particularly the SDs pointed the
relevance of processes out and stressed the need to deﬁne them
much more in detail, before digital transformation should take
place at all. They seem to have understood that the
management focus must shift from a currently onedimensional,
department-oriented perspective toward a more customercentric, cross-departmental and – in selected cases – even a
cross-company perspective (Storbacka et al., 2009). In future,
thinking in terms of a corporate ecosystem has to become
natural during the digital transformation process, while process
mapping must primarily take place on the company level to
avoid redundancies and inefﬁcient processes (Steward et al.,
2019). Otherwise, the following three risks will arise:
1 No proper review of whether the existing, analogue
processes are contributing positively to the customers’ value
proposition. Subsequently, a non-value-adding process will
be digitized at great expense, even though it is useless.
2 Fail to recognize that many processes must be completely
re-designed. Because of the increasing use of digital
technologies entirely new and so far, unknown
opportunities can arise in the context of the human–
machine interface (HMI).
3 Process-relevant interfaces to other departments (e.g.
marketing, customer service or accounting) are not
considered, which will imply limited productivity gains in
sales, and thus lower than expected customer beneﬁts.

digital technologies do not deliver value by themselves, but can
provide useful data or facilitate processes. Consequently,
companies should only decide on the structure of their IT
systems, after they are clear about the design of their three
success factors. Unfortunately, in most companies, it is the
other way around, but managers are afterwards taken by
surprise that their digital transformation project failed
(Davenport and Westerman, 2018) and that their people show
strong resistance against the implied changes (Vial, 2019).
Even though the newly developed market-oriented
transformation model takes on a rather inclusive perspective by
describing a comprehensive external and internal framework as
well as identifying three success factors for the digital
transformation process, a dynamic component, characteristic for a
transformation process, is so far missing. In accordance with Kane
(2017), companies should view digital transformation not simply
as a project, but as a continuous process. Thereby, companies
should not simply pass time, but reach higher development stages
because of digital transformation. As “digital transformation”
implies primarily technological advancements supporting existing
processes (Bharadwaj et al., 2013; Vial, 2019), six technological
development stages can be distinguished in the context of digital
transformation in sales:
1 stage 0: manual (data held in an analogue format in diverse
places);
2 stage 1: digitization (availability of data in a digitized
format);
3 stage 2: data integration (possibility to integrate available
data in one data base);
4 stage 3: process automation (processing of available data
in automized procedures);
5 stage 4: system integration (usage of available data across
various IT systems); and
6 stage 5: AI (implementation and application of selflearning systems).

The third success factor “data” will culminate in a wellfunctioning data integration as well as a powerful and efﬁcient
database (Brynjolfsson and Hitt, 2000; Loebbecke and Picot,
2015). Eventually, the mapping and digitization of processes
depends on data availability and data quality (Lemon and
Verhoef, 2016). Nowadays, digital technologies provide
potential access to a multitude of internal and external data
sources, which offer the great opportunity of analyzing markets,
customers and competitors more precisely than ever before
(Tanner et al., 2005). Particularly customer requirements can
be identiﬁed more systematically, and the company’s product
portfolio adapted accordingly. Such a sophisticated MI system
supports especially high-expertise salespersons, who proﬁt up
to four times as much as average salespersons from such a MI
system (Ko and Dennis, 2004). Consequently, more effort is
required in building up sophisticated MI systems, which
require in-depth knowledge about data generation, data
analysis and data preparation within the company – capabilities
that most of the interviewed companies still miss in the
necessary quality and quantity.
In contrast to the more technology-driven literature on
digital transformation [for an overview, see Vial (2019)] as well
as to Buttle’s (2004) key factors, we do not recognize
technology itself as success factor, but more as a facilitator. The

Stage 0 represents the classical situation in sales: customer and
competitor data as well as internal data are available, but only in an
analogue format as well as widespread across the company. The
chances to ever bring these data together and analyze them
systematically are nil because of prohibitive high costs. In stage 1,
the available data are transformed from an analogue into a digital
format, which people and departments do individually, but do not
consider the difﬁculties of the diverse formats. The need to
integrate data is recognized in stage 2, where all formats are
standardized to allow for more systematic analyses by integrating
them – at least virtually – into one database. Based on these
synchronized data, process automation can take place at stage 3,
i.e. simple, but repeating procedures can be taken over by digital
technologies to automate these routines. Because companies
operate various IT systems at the same time, it is of utmost
importance that even these IT systems are enabled to exchange
data and analytical results – if possible in real-time. Therefore, in
stage 4, system integration takes place and will allow for the ﬁrst
time comprehensive data analyses across the company or even
across company boundaries. The goal of most management
boards is to achieve stage 5 by implementing AI. Although
currently still in its infancy (Singh et al., 2019), self-learning
systems will undoubtedly be the future and will take on a central
role in sales.
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Assessed from a productivity perspective, digital
transformation will only result in productivity gains from stage 3
onwards; stage 1 (digitization) and stage 2 (data integration) are
just basic requirements to enable the IT infrastructure to
provide the necessary content for in-depth analyses (Figure 6).
Productivity gains expected by researchers since the late
1970s (Brynjolfsson and Hitt, 1998, 2000) because of the
increasing use of digital technologies were exaggerated as these
development steps were neither considered in a systematic way
nor across the whole company. Instead, most companies
worked primarily on digitization and process automation, but
were surprised about their limited productivity gains
(Acemoglu et al., 2014; Davenport and Westerman, 2018).
What they did not recognize is that relevant aspects such as data
integration or system integration were not properly included in
their digitization strategies – and thus, the expected
productivity gains did not materialize.
Complementing the market-oriented transformation model
with the dynamic perspective on digital transformation allows
companies to better understand, how the internal success
factors need to be designed in the respective development
stage. As Figure 7 shows, the range of people’s competencies,
process designs or data requirements varies considerably with
respect to the technological development of the company.
However, the individual suggestions in the matrix of Figure 7
are still subject to further reﬁnement and empirical testing.
Taking the results of the empirical research study as well as the
poor outcome of many digital transformation processes
(Acemoglu et al., 2014; Buttle et al., 2006; Davenport and
Westerman, 2018) into account, the market-oriented
transformation model provides a new perspective and a
comprehensive explanation: for a company’s successful digital
transformation, it is of utmost importance that all three success
factors are aligned with each other, even though this alignment
will not happen by chance, but needs to be managed. In most
cases, the company’s recent competencies of these internal
factors are differently developed. For example, a company can
already work in the area of processes on an advanced “system
integration,” but its people are not sufﬁciently trained to use
these systems, or the data are not available in the required quality
and/or format. Within the process of digital transformation, it is
however key that all categories are aligned with respect to their

development stage. If this is not the case, digital transformation
will only take place on the lowest development stage of all three
success factors, which is often frustrating for management and
employees. Investing further in success factors, which are already
the most advanced ones, will therefore be a waste of resources
(e.g. in the form of capital, time and/or management attention).
Instead, the company’s management should focus more on the
less-developed factor(s) for catching up fast with the already
more-developed factor(s).

6. Management implications
Implementing a proper digital transformation process poses a
challenging management task, but is essential to increase a
company’s productivity. Various valuable management
implications can be derived from the presented research results as
well as the newly developed market-oriented transformation model:

Understand digital transformation as an evolving process:



Digital transformation is not a project, but a continuous
process. This requires a change of mindset in the companies’
board of management as IT-related projects can no longer be
“just” outsourced to external service providers or delegated
to the IT department. Personal involvement of the top
management as well as a continuous supply of sufﬁcient
human as well as ﬁnancial resources will be required. Also, a
company’s digital transformation takes its time to pass
through all ﬁve development stages. As one MD put it: “In
digital transformation, there will be no short-cut.”
Create a company’s “Digital Transformation Masterplan”:
The management’s responsibilities are growing in the
digital era. Besides an increasing personal involvement in
the transformation process, particularly MDs, but also team
leaders need to provide better direction to their employees,
who are putting a lot of faith in their proper guidance.
Because of the expected fundamental changes within as
well as across the company, an open communication of the
company’s digital strategies and operational measures in
the form of a “Digital Transformation Masterplan” seem to
be advisable to keep employees and team members
mentally “on board” with the transformation process.

Figure 6 Technology-oriented development stage in digital transformation and the resulting productivity effects
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Figure 7 Market-oriented transformation matrix
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Focus management attention on the conﬁguration and
development of the success factors:

indicaon of anomalies

A major issue for the interviewed companies was a lacking
knowledge of handling data. Even though data and information
have always been key to business success, digital technologies
provide nowadays more data sources, easier access to these data
sources as well as real-time data. By providing in-depth
knowledge in data handling and turning them into meaningful
information, a company can build up sophisticated as well as
integrated MI systems. The more comprehensive the insights on
the customers, competitors and markets are, the more likely are
positive productivity effects – if MI systems are complemented
with excellent salespersons (Ko and Dennis, 2004).
Digital transformation is currently keeping all companies
busy as processes, products, business models as well as human
behaviors are modiﬁed by digital technologies. Despite these
changes, companies should not lose track of their most
important objective, i.e. generating proﬁt.

During the development of our model, we focus primarily
on the three success factors and set the external and internal
framework constant, although the authors are aware that in
business practice, all components of the model are in
continuous ﬂux. However, it is only an auxiliary structure to
reduce management complexity in the ﬁrst place and to
facilitate companies in getting started with their digital
transformation process.
Regarding the conﬁguration of the three success factors, the
management board has to ensure that they are designed in a
market-oriented manner. As mentioned before, companies
will have to transform themselves into market-oriented
organizations – facilitated by sales and suitable digital
technologies.
The management boards’ main task will be to ﬁnd out about
the current development stage of each of the three success
factors and harmonize them accordingly. Otherwise, resources
are wasted. As soon as the success factors have reached similar
development stages, managers have to advance them
simultaneously.
Re-design business and sales processes:

7. Theoretical contribution, limitations and future
research directions
The newly developed market-oriented transformation model
contributes to the already wide-ranging scientiﬁc discussion on
digital transformation and sales management in various ways:

Currently available deﬁnitions on “digital transformation”
are mainly technology-oriented, which is inadequate in a
management and sales context. Based on a rather
comprehensive literature review, a management-oriented
deﬁnition on “digital transformation” was derived, clarifying
the unit of analysis, the transformation’s scope, the means of
the transformation as well as the expected outcome.

The derived and conceptualized market-oriented
transformation model captures, in a rather intuitive way,
the external and internal framework of a company’s digital
transformation process as well as provides with respect to
the various technological development stages rather
speciﬁc recommendations regarding the management of
the three success factors. While the relevance of people as

A speciﬁc focus should be put on the process design of
companies. Besides the need to implement a more marketoriented approach, all business and sales processes need to
be re-designed. Existing, but also upcoming digital
technologies will require their conscious integration into
current processes. Thus, the number of HMIs will
signiﬁcantly increase, but need to be purposefully handled
by the management to ensure as well as increase the
company’s future competitiveness. This requires
considerable adaptations of “people” and “processes” as
well as a ﬂexible IT structure.
Develop new data capabilities and build up an integrated MI
system:
609





Sales as an evolving process

Journal of Business & Industrial Marketing

Stefan Wengler, Gabriele Hildmann and Ulrich Vossebein

Volume 36 · Number 4 · 2021 · 599–614

well as the need to re-design processes in digital
transformation are repeatedly discussed in the academic
literature, data do not receive the necessary attention they
deserve. Even though data’s contribution to a successful
digital transformation is essential, existing models
concerned with digital transformation highlight instead
“technology” as a major success factor (Buttle, 2004).
However, in the course of this article, digital technologies
have been qualiﬁed with regard to their relevance in the
digital transformation process: although indispensable in
the transformation process, digital technologies just take
on the role of a “facilitator” or a “sales enabler” rather
than providing value by themselves. The choice and
design of the digital technology thus depend primarily on
the company’s framework and development stage of the
success factors – not vice versa.
Even though theoretically based on TCE, the idea of
business types has hardly resonated in the academic
literature outside Germany. This is surprising as the
concept of business types is rather intriguing and provides
important insights regarding the proper design and
management of the sales process. Developed almost 50
years ago, its validity has been empirically proven over and
over again as well as in the current research study. Because
of its theoretical foundation, it meets the increasing
requests for more theory-based research (Buttle et al.,
2006). On top of this, it helps to understand and explain
the varieties as well as the sometimes contradicting
requirements on IT structure – not only within the same
company, but even within the same strategic business
unit. Thus, our research demonstrates that various
approaches toward digital transformation are possible and
that an increasing number of served business types will
subsequently increase the complexity of a company’s IT
structure.
For the ﬁrst time, the sales process steps were assessed
regarding their digitalization potential. Even though the
assessment is based on self-reporting data, it provides
some interesting insights: the results varied depending on
the process steps as well as the business types, but also
highlighted that some activities within the sales process
might be better handled manually – today as well as in the
future. Even though the proportion of automized activities
will most probably increase with respect to technological
progress, complex and customized business transactions
will always require manual activities, because in these
cases, it will be too costly to program new procedures or
AI algorithms.

factor as well as testing and applying the whole model. In this
context, the comprehensive literature on dynamic capabilities
(Helfat and Raubitschek, 2018; Schilke et al., 2018; Teece,
2007, 2014) will provide interesting insights on the topic of
capacity building – with respect to the transformation process
in general as well as to the aspect of data handling. The
challenge of re-designing processes and especially the
organization and management of the newly created HMI
require additional research attention. The increasing focus on
mapping customer journeys and customer touchpoints
(Lemon and Verhoef, 2016) is a promising step toward
transforming companies into more market-oriented
organizations. However, the identiﬁcation of customer
touchpoints might also help in identifying as well as creating
valuable customer and market data. These data can support
building up sophisticated MI systems and thus turn digital
tools into smart “business/sales enablers.” Also, the inﬂuence
of the company’s ecosystem (Bharadwaj et al., 2013; AarikkaStenroos and Ritala, 2017) and internal framework must be
analyzed in further studies and how they impact the choice as
well as the design of applied digital technologies. Another
research focus should be on the development of new KPIs for
the newly applied digital technologies. Without them, a
proper management process aiming for productivity gains
will be impossible.

8. Conclusion
“Digital transformation” can currently be considered as one of
the most researched topics in sales management. Contributing
to the growing number of scientiﬁc articles, the authors also
conducted an exploratory research study on the current statusquo of “digital transformation in sales” in Germany. Based on
the results of 90 expert interviews in 30 medium-sized
companies, an evolving transformation model was inductively
derived trying to capture the most relevant success factors in
the context of digital transformation and trying to provide the
companies’ management boards proper direction for their
transformation process.
As the results of the research study clearly indicate, digital
transformation is a MD’s topic, which requires their full
management attention and support. In contrast to earlier days,
digital transformation (in sales) cannot be considered a project
anymore, but has to be recognized as a continuous
transformation process keeping the company awake for the
next decade(s).
Within this process, the company’s employees will play a
signiﬁcant role, because they will be the ones who have to
initiate and implement the transformation process. External
help can only be a temporary solution, because if companies
think about establishing and maintaining (new) competitive
advantages, the development of internal (digital)
competencies will be required. For really achieving
substantial productivity gains, particularly the success factors
“people,” “process” and “data” require increasing
management attention and need to be developed in a
harmonized manner across the various technological
development stages. The development and alignment of the
three success factors will not be an easy management task, but
essential for its company’s success.

As the introduction of the market-oriented transformation
model has made clear, the conceptual model itself cannot be
considered mature and requires considerable further
reﬁnement. Although the 90 interviews were conducted
individually and in one-to-one interview situations, it is
important to acknowledge that only 30 different companies
were included in the study, i.e. interdependency effects might
be possible. As the study took exclusively place in Germany, the
studies limitations are fully evident.
Besides broadening the empirical base, particularly more
research has to be done in detailing the individual success
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Despite various limitations, the newly developed concept will
contribute substantially to the scientiﬁc discussion of digital
transformation in sales as it provides for the ﬁrst time a
comprehensive management model giving proper direction in
the context of “digital transformation in sales” for managers
and employees alike.
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