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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: The purpose of this study is to shed light on the extent to which salespeople use technology throughout complex
Digitalization B2B sales processes. The research on technology in society considers specifically which enablers and obstacles are
B2B most prominent in driving the digitalization of complex B2B sales processes. This research applies a post-
Sales process s h based litative desi ing insights f di llection is based
Enablers positivism approach based on a qualitative design, using insights from case studies. Data collection is base

Obstacles on an in-depth series of interviews with salespeople in several companies, in order to collect information about
Technology the digitalization of complex B2B sales processes. Findings indicate that a complex B2B sales process is not easily

digitalized. On the contrary, there are a number of hurdles to overcome. General results reported contextualize
the major specific one, while the specific ones focus on enablers and obstacles in complex B2B sales processes.
The research aids our understanding of the process of obtaining valid information in this context. It also helps to
classify and organize different kinds of analog and digital sources and channels of information. Provides sug-
gestions for further research. This study proposes using a mixed structure in the sales department to obtain
benefits of communication technologies and to use what advantages digitalization provides. This may start by
dividing digitalization process into functions and after that, using the remaining possibilities, by territory, ac-
counts or products, depending on the company. The study reveals dimensions (indicators and context) and sub-
dimensions (organizational, technological, cultural and security issues) of relevance in the digitalization of

complex B2B sales process.

1. Introduction

Most salespeople would probably agree that selling in many B2B-
markets is becoming more and more demanding, making them less
productive. This decrease in productivity has been explained by the
selling organization’s focus on offering more complex solutions, on
differentiating them from their competitors in a demanding market [1].
This leads to increasing corporate sales force costs, due to combining the
tangible (physical products) and intangible (services), increasing the
efforts that salespeople required (to invest) in order to sell the solution
offered [2]. Furthermore, complex B2B sales processes are characterized
by multiple people involved (selling to buying centers) on both sides of a
business agreement [3,4], often leading to protracted sales processes
[5].

It is therefore not surprising that a top priority among sales directors
in B2B-markets for complex sales solutions is to maximize revenue and
increase the effectiveness of the sales force [6]. One way of reducing the
cost of the salesforce, which has received attention from both
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practitioners and researchers, is to focus on digitalization and Sales
Force Automation (SFA) in the sales process [7], so as to increase the
effectiveness and thereby the revenue [8].

Digitalization, such as internet technology in society with its asso-
ciated applications, has been argued as changing the way business is
being done [9], and has increasingly been regarded as source of
competitive advantage [10]. In professional selling, it has been argued
that digitalization, such as social media, are driving a revolutionary
change in the way selling is conducted [11]. Not surprisingly, several
studies conclude that: “... the Internet is the most widely used channel for
communicating with customers ...”(p.676) [12].

Andzulis et al. [13] propose that social media have the potential to
exert a major impact on every step of the B2B sales process, including
collecting information, prospecting, discovering customer needs and
closing the sale. Some commentators have gone as far as calling this the
“fourth industrial revolution”, which is driven by digitization, infor-
mation and communications technology, machine learning, robotics and
artificial intelligence [14].

Received 29 December 2019; Received in revised form 22 April 2020; Accepted 28 June 2020

Available online 3 July 2020
0160-791X/© 2020 Published by Elsevier Ltd.


mailto:Rocio.Rodriguez@Kristiania.no
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/0160791X
https://http://www.elsevier.com/locate/techsoc
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techsoc.2020.101324
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techsoc.2020.101324

R. Rodriguez et al.

Although discussing it mainly from a B2C perspective, Ahearne and
Rapp [15] argue that technology in society does have a role to play, but:
“... seldom replaces the human interaction necessary to further develop the
relationship ...” (p. 111). Accordingly, looking at SMEs in international
markets for complex sales solutions, Moen et al. [16] find that infor-
mation and communication technologies are predominantly used for
prospecting and market information, and not for closing sales. They
conclude that face-to-face interaction is important in establishing trust
with potential customers and therefore important in closing the sales
[16]. Trust is an important factor in building strong relationships in B2B
interactions, and Arli et al. [17] argue that digitalization often un-
dermines the building of strong relationships based on trust.

This study aims to make a contribution on the role of technology in
society in general, and specifically technology in B2B contexts, such as
(i) knowledge about the digitalization process of direct sales; (ii) insights
into the digitalization process of complex services in B2B contexts; (iii)
shedding light on the need for maintaining face-to-face and personal
contacts for closing deals in complex services sales in B2B contexts; (iv)
an approach to inter-connecting marketing and direct sales functions.

This study focuses on automatization through the digitalization of
communication modes. Although social networking technology inevi-
tably influences societal communication [18], person-to-person
communication in inter-organizational settings is the foundation of
many B2B relationships. It is particularly true in sales processes of
complex services in B2B contexts. The digitalization of sales process in
such contexts has to be conducted with great care and balance.

The identification of enablers and obstacles, all of which are condi-
tioners for closing deals in the current era of digitalization, has a high
impact on the society and on the degree of digitalization. The circle
closes when we realize that society not only addresses the flows redir-
ected to technology, but also that technology has the capability to
change flows of communication in society.

The pros and cons of the digitalization of the B2B sales process is the
main focus of this study. We thus aim to provide a nuanced under-
standing of the use of technology in complex B2B sales processes. We
contend that digitalization differs between simple B2B sales processes of
standardized physical products, and complex B2B sales processes which
include more solution-based sales offers (combining services and prod-
ucts). The research objective is therefore to shed light on the extent to
which salespeople use technology throughout complex B2B sales pro-
cesses. Thus, this study proposes boundary conditions for situations in
which technology increases the productivity of salespeople in complex
B2B sales processes. The research question is about what enablers and
obstacles are most prominent in driving the digitalization of complex
B2B sales processes.

2. Theoretical framework

Business-to-Business ecommerce is a reality [19]. Digitalization in-
fluences the tools used in SFA where traditional CRM systems has
evolved into e-CRM, which can be defined as: “... activities to manage
customer relationships by using the internet, web browsers or other electronic
touch points ...” [20]. It has made it possible for small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) to access more complex CRM functions, due to the
reduction in cost for web-based CRM-systems, enhancing their ability to
communicate and collect information about their customers [21]. Ap-
plications based on internet technology has also been shown to
strengthen the communication between salespeople inside a company
and its partners [9].

Furthermore, as discussed by Honeycutt Jr. [22], although organi-
zations invest large amounts of money in digitalization, the link between
this investment and increased performance is not clear. Successful
Technology implementation depends on the inter-relation between
many technological elements [23]. Many salespeople do not see the
benefit of technology, and as one report shows, the failure rate of
SFA-projects can be as high as 55-75% [22].
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Two theoretical frameworks can be used to argue for the use of
digitalization in complex B2B relationships. These are the commitment-
trust theory and the model of information systems (IS) success.

2.1. Commitment-trust theory

In developing the construct of relationship marketing, Morgan and
Hunt [24] argue that commitment and trust are the dominant mediating
variables for building strong business relationships, and that trust con-
stitutes the main effect. They define trust as: “... confidence in an ex-
change partner’s reliability and integrity ...” (p. 23). In support, Berry [25]
argued that trust might be the single most important variable for
building strong relationships, whereas Spekman [26] sees trust as the
cornerstone for building long-term relationships.

Extending on this, Gounaris and Venetis [27] find that when focusing
on trust-building in industrial service relationships, personal contact is
important. However, the element of time is also significant. They find
that personal contact is more important in dealing with new existing
customers, in order to build a strong relationship.

By contrast, later on in the relationship, the quality of delivery is
more important. Both personal interaction and technology use are
important in developing new customer relationships for B2B service
organizations, with both variables having a strong impact on the
development of new customer acquisitions. We therefore posit that: ...
managers should not expect IT to replace personal interaction to a great
extent in B2B-service contexts ...”(p. 108) [28].

Building on the fact that trust differs relative to the specific context,
Palmatier et al. [29] argue that when selling complex solutions, for
which services are part of the delivery, there is a need for a stronger
physical bond between the seller and the buyer, in order to build trust.
Also, when it comes to more complex relationships, like selling to a
buying center and not individual buyers, this demands a higher level of
trust at different organizational levels, and therefore more personal in-
teractions. Building strong physical relationships in complex B2B sales
processes is essential to successfully adapting to new customers and
keeping existing ones.

2.2. Model of information systems

Several theoretical models of technological acceptance have been
widely used in the literature to explain successful information system
integration. The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) developed by
Davis [30], and which builds on the Theory of Planned Behavior [31,32]
and Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) [33]. Venkatesh and Davis [34]
extended the original TAM model to the TAM2 model. Venkatesh et al.
[35] developed the Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology
(UTAUT) in order to integrate both models (TAM and TAM 2) of tech-
nology acceptance and Venkatesh and Bala [36] proposed a new model
named TAM3 with more predictive factors on perceived ease of use.
TAM1-3 models suggest that the perceived usefulness of the system and
perceived ease of use are important drivers for understanding why
people use information systems. The TAMI1-3 models have been
confirmed in several studies across different fields [37].

The DeLone and McLean Model of Information Systems Success [38]
has also been widely used in the literature, supporting the framework
structures [39]. Their model argues that the intention to use and user
satisfaction are important mediators in the success of information sys-
tems. They define success as net benefits in the model, including both
individual and organizational measures of success. The model has later
been revised, and now presents important predictors, drivers of use,
intention to use and user satisfaction [40].

As previous models have several common elements, there have been
attempts to combine them. One relevant model for this study is that
developed by Avlonitis and Panagopoulos [41] which focuses on pro-
fessional salespeople and their acceptance of CRM systems.

Regarding the focus of this study, an important part of the models of
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information system success are the predictors of perceived ease of use
and perceived usefulness. We look at enablers and obstacles in complex
B2B sales processes. We argue that enablers and obstacles can be found
at different levels in an organization, at organizational, individual, and
social level.

At the organizational level we find training, user participation, and
accurate expectations to be relevant enablers or obstacles [41]. Training
is important in getting people to accept the information system.
Although the effect of different kinds of training is often debated, the
link between an acceptance of information systems (such as SFA) has
been shown to increase through the appropriate training [42].

Given that we look at the digitalization of the sales process, we also
argue that training can be formal and initiated by the organization, or
informal like personal experience, of using various online tools (e.g.
LinkedIn). We therefore reason that a lack of training can be an obstacle
to information system success, while extensive formal or informal
training will be an enabler.

When users participate and are involved in training, it increases their
understanding of the information system and makes them more positive
towards the implemented information system [41]. It has been shown
that the effect of training declines over time, but when users participate
in the implementation of the information system, the decline is lower
[43]. Thus, when deciding to use information systems in the sales pro-
cess, salespeople involvement is an enabler, whereas a lack of involve-
ment is an obstacle.

When salespeople know what to expect of an information system, it
will be easier to understand how it could impact their performance, and
therefore constitute an enabler [44]. At the individual level, we find
computer experience, computer self-efficacy, and innovativeness to be
relevant factors [41].

Computer self-efficacy and computer experience are related factors
suggesting that if a person believes that they can use a computer, it will
be easier to accept online systems [43]. This is also related to the
informal training of online systems mentioned above.

Another factor is innovativeness, which is related to risk-friendlines.
Using information systems is a risk when it comes to individual sales-
person performance [45]. Using an information system demands time
from the salesperson, time that could be used on other activities the
salesperson believes are more relevant and important in generating sales
(e.g. customer meetings). Individual computer experience and innova-
tiveness can therefore be either enablers or obstacles to digitalization of
the sales process.

The final factor is social, including supervisory influence, peer in-
fluence, and competition influence [41], which all builds on social
norms, which can be defined as: “... the specification of desirable behavior
together with sanction rules in a community ...”(p. 63) [46]. This com-
munity in a sales setting is the direct supervisor and the salesperson’s
peers.

It has been found that when salespeople are encouraged to use an
information system, this has a positive effect on the actual use [42]. If
the salesperson’s peers (other salespeople in the department) use the
system, and there is a culture of use, this would encourage others to use
the system [45]. Accordingly, a positive culture in the sales department
works as an enabler to digitalize the sales process. Finally, we argue that
perceived usefulness can be understood through the kind of information
the salesperson collects and how much time the salesperson uses to
collect specific information.

Nowadays, the importance of software systems is growing continu-
ously [47]. It is clear is that technology and communication have
evolved remarkably quickly. The traditional software model is turning
toward Application Service Providers (ASPs) in order to reduce costs or
limit the investment [48]. The internet has revolutionized the way in
which individuals and companies communicate. In the research field of
communication, Mettalo et al. [49], describe an extended concept, the
Internet of Things (IoT), defined by Oriwoh et al. [50] (p. 122) as: “... the
interconnection of objects or ‘things’ for various purposes including
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identification, communication, sensing, and data collection ...”. It is a reality
that the inter-connection of things affects digitalization in general, and
the digitalization of the sales process in particular. Depending on how
the inter-connections are managed, and between those things that are
inter-connected, they can become enablers or obstacles. Uckelmann
et al. [51], describe the functions included in this new concept of
infrastructure that enable the connection between entities. The IoT can
be applied in different contexts [52,53]. In the last decade, social
networking technology has been influencing human communication in
society [18]. The digital channels of communication for the salesforce in
companies has also focused on social media [54], defined by Scott [55]
as a tool that: “... provides a way people share ideas, content, thoughts, and
relationships online ...” (p. 38). CRM strategy has evolved thanks to the
use of social media applications such as LinkedIn or Twitter [54] which
have changed the way a salesforce works.

Knowledge or information can be defined as having two dimensions,
explicit and tacit [56]. Generally, explicit knowledge is information
which is written down and can therefore easily be obtained through
digital channels (i.e. objective and rational information). Tacit knowl-
edge on the other hand is stored in the minds of people, and therefore
much more difficult to share without direct contact with the individual
[57]. Tacit knowledge (i.e. subjective and emotional) is much richer in
content and is perceived as carrying more value than explicit knowledge
[58].

Tacit knowledge can be understood as more nuanced and providing a
deeper understanding than explicit knowledge. This deeper under-
standing is more important in later stages of the process, such as the
interactions between sellers and buyers, as the salesperson needs an in-
depth understanding when trying to close the deal with a potential
customer. Due to this value, tacit knowledge has been proposed as a
source of competitive advantage [56]. At the same time, collecting tacit
knowledge is more time-consuming, because one has to be in direct
contact in order to fully be able to extract tacit knowledge from another
party, while explicit knowledge demands less time and could easily be
collected through different IS systems.

Based on the above presentation of theoretical frameworks we argue
that enablers of and obstacles to using IS in the sales process can be
found both at the organizational-, individual-, and social/cultural levels
in an organization. Also, an important success factor when evaluating
different approaches is the ability to build trust between the seller and
the buyer, whether this is done through an IS or through face-to-face
contact. Lastly, the job of a salesperson selling complex solutions is
demanding, both regarding the number of activities [59], and the fact
that the work is intrinsically cognitively demanding [60]. Therefore, the
aspect of time used is important, and can be revealed through the type of
information on which the salesperson focuses, and whether is it tacit or
explicit.

2.3. Comparative view of direct sales in different markets

B2B (business-to-business) sales processes require stronger sales ef-
forts by the seller in reaching out, closing deals and maintaining business
relationship with customers [61,62]. B2B contains more detailed stages
in the sales process. Commonly, more people are involved at the
customer interface, compared to the final consumer. B2B relationships
are often long-term, requiring value creation work from sales and
extending to loyalty [63], leading to higher sales by retaining customers
through follow-up orders and rebuys. Generally, the B2B sales process is
less digitalized than B2C and C2C.

B2C (business-to-consumer) sales process requires more marketing
effort, but less effort from the sales department to reach out and achieve
sales with consumers [64]. B2C contains less detailed stages in the sales
process than B2B. B2C relationships are often less long-term, and less
work is needed from the sales department in terms of loyalty building
[65], and achieving higher sales from new first-buy consumers. Nowa-
days, the B2C sales process can be more digitalized than that B2B of
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[66].

C2C (consumer-to-consumer) sales processes nowadays often re-
quires less efforts from consumers acting as sellers, compared to sellers
in B2B and B2C sales processes [67]. Specific stages of the sales process
are not commonly followed in this market, but it is often about trans-
actional relationships (just one). It can often be a totally digitalized sales
process conducted quickly through virtual platforms [68,69]).

Previous market combinations of businesses and consumers B2B,
B2C and C2C) arise from being less digitalized and extend to totally
digitalized. However, for all of them, all kind of business models can be
built around it-based networking technologies moving from traditional
commerce to e-commerce. Shi and Wu [70] (p. 498) assert that: “...
e-commerce refers to business models built around networking tech-
nologies ...”.

There is also another business model that is growing in the market,
called “online to offline” (020), which means that customers buy online
in a digital store and pick up products in a physical store [71]. The 020
sales process starts with the initial stages of e-commerce market con-
texts, ending with the last stages of the traditional sales process.

2.4. Regulatory agencies

Technological advances and what they really mean for the market
and society is relatively new compared with other areas. The use of
technology requires innovative adaptations to unique obstacles [72].
This is the reason why many countries are using multisector regulatory
agencies [73] such as the State Public Utility Commissions (PUCs) in the
USA that embrace telecom, water, transportation and energy, and the
System of Science, Technology and Innovation (SSTI -Sistema de Cien-
cia, Tecnologia e Innovacion) in Spain, to give another example.

Technology is currently involved in daily (societal) life, leading to
the regulatory agencies imposing guidelines on technological regula-
tion. Technological advances progress faster than technological regula-
tions in many areas, which leads to legal gaps affecting various aspects,
such as privacy and the treatment of data. Encryption protocols may
therefore provide additional transactions safety [74].

The world has become globalized in many ways, but countries often
have different legislation for technologies. Nevertheless, information
runs through the World Wide Web and transactions between sellers and
buyers take place within or between countries. There is therefore a
compelling need to homogenize buyer protection standards in the in-
ternational e-commerce market [75].

Digitalization of the sales process offers several improvements in
efficiency, such as cost savings or a wider market. However, it is
necessary to have clear and wider regulation, as well as a global regu-
latory agency to cover potential contingencies and to preserve security
and privacy in digital markets [76].

3. Methodology

This research applied a post-positivism approach on that, according
to Noor [77] is “... about a reality which is socially constructed rather than
objectively determined ...” (p. 1602). This study deals with understanding
the subjectivity of B2B relationships, which requires a qualitative
approach. In particular, this research uses a case study approach [77,78]
to follow the changes from analog to digital in complex B2B sales pro-
cesses in a services context.

3.1. Industry selection

The case study [79,80] is based on seven selling organizations
complex software services sales in the context of business relationships
with their customers in Spain. All the companies offer services and
products but have a higher percentage of sales/incomes in services than
in product-related, 5 of 7 companies work in multiple industries and the
other two in the healthcare industry.
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The reasons for the selection of companies which offer complex
software solution are:

i) Software solutions not only cover all stages in complex service sales
processes but are also a type of service solution that is critical to the
buying organizations. In all cases, the software solution offered is an
ERP that is a core requirement for the buying organization to connect
departments with each other and with automatizing flows [81] in-
side the organization and with stakeholders in their supply chains.

ii) The software providers are technologically oriented, making use of
digital channels and sources relevant to their sales processes.

All the software providers are small- and medium-sized, and the
salespeople interviewed are all experienced professionals (between 9
and 20 years of experience).

3.2. Research design

We have selected a qualitative research paradigm to guide our
exploratory study of the digitalization of complex B2B sales processes.
The flexibility of this research design enables the findings to emerge and
develop [82]. Following Glaser and Strauss [83] the methodology was
oriented towards allowing the researcher to create complete de-
scriptions of the context in which one specific digitalization of complex
B2B sales processes is created, developed and maintained. The research
design allows sufficient flexibility to guide the researcher in data
collection and analysis.

The study applies a structure consisting of three stages, as shown in
Fig. 1.

3.2.1. First phase

The research team created a list of interviewee criteria in order to
accomplish the purpose of the study as follows: (i) profession to be B2B
seller; and (ii) job experience to be at least five years in complex service
B2B markets. The research team did two screening interviews with two
sellers in a pre-study to verify the relevance and appropriateness of the
interview guide to be used in the second phase of this study.

3.2.2. Second phase

The research team ran three series of in-depth interviews in the
second phase of this study, with one salesperson in each company, in
order to establish a fixed point for collecting information about the
digitalization of complex B2B sales processes. The interviewees are
assured that all data and information collected would remain anony-
mous and confidential. In each company, we select the salesperson with
the most experience in complex service selling in his/her current
industry.

In each interview, we ask each salesperson for personal data such as
his/her age, number of years in his/her current industry and number of
years in his/her actual company. We also ask for information about his/
her company, such as: number of employees, number of salespeople or
company incomes. A face-to-face survey is used to capture the most
important aspect of the digitalization of the sales process in the industry
studied. An important part of the in-depth interviews was to observe
digital methods used by the B2B seller interviewees, and the digital tools
mainly used on mobile phones or on a tablet. After this process, infor-
mation collected was organized, structured and analyzed. The main
sections were organized around characteristics of information and the
investment of time, which are summarized in Table 1.

The interviews were all performed in the same way. During the
meetings, the research team transcribed the information. The informa-
tion gathered were thereafter structured, interpreted and summarized in
the form of reports. The summary reports highlight the most important
findings from each interview provided by the interviewees, and enabled
comparing the content and coherency of the information obtained in
previous and subsequent interviews.
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RESULTS

An initial
understanding of
digitalization in
complex B2B sales
processes

Qualitative
findings from B2B
sellers’ perspective

obtained

Data triangulation
and validation of
findings achieved

~N
Initial validation of
findings
J
\
Final validation of findings
J

Fig. 1. Methodological procedures, objectives and results.

3.2.3. Third phase

characteristics of the sample are shown in Table 2.

This phase was conducted with the aim of conducting a final vali-

dation of findings. Different B2B sellers also meeting the interviewee
criteria defined in the research design were interviewed in an additional
series of in-depth interviews.

During the in-depth interviews, the research team took note of all the
information that interviewees provided. Furthermore, the meetings
were recorded, after which the interview responses were organized and
coded.

3.3. Sample characteristics

Most of the sample comprised men (6 out of 7). Their age ranged
between 40 and 56. All of them had solid experience in the information
and communication industry (between 9 and 20 years). The

4. Results

We report the results divided into general and specific. The general
results contextualize the specific ones, while the specific ones focus on
enablers and obstacles in complex B2B sales processes.

4.1. Contextualizing complex B2B sales processes and digitalization

The salespeople interviewed in the in-depth series perceive that their
companies are selling complex solutions. Although a business deal be-
tween seller and buyer often entail something tangible to favor the
interchange, most of the sales process derives from services associated
with the business deal. Services are perceived by all of the interviewees
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Table 1
Questionnaire sections.
Section Content Description
Information  Source Analog (customers and competitors)
Digital (social media, website and blogs)
Type Technology, customers, competitors, economic,
social
Objective/ Customers, competitors, own company
Goal
Channel Analog (customers and competitors)
Digital (social media, website and blogs)
Time % of Time Total amount of time Amount of time per task
Amount of time per target
Stages Identify customer.

Create trustful relationship.
Make sales proposal

Close deal

Follow-Up Support

as more complex than products, because of being to a greater of lesser
extent intangible, heterogeneous, non-stock, perishable and inseparable
from the salesperson who offers the service.

Importantly, the interviewed salespeople in this study perceive their
sales processes as complex. The sales process in a B2B context that is
required to make a deal is not only between two people, but also con-
siders all the different hierarchy levels between organizations of the
selling and buying companies. The salespeople interviewed also
perceive that complex sales process consist of a few principal stages as
follows: (i) identifying potential customers through an information
search mainly about their organizations; (ii) creating a trustful rela-
tionship through skills of the salespeople and knowledge about the po-
tential customers; (iii) making sales proposals (i.e. the service solution
offered) to potential buyers; (iv) closing deals through convincing the
potential customers of the sales solution benefits; and (v) follow-up
support of the product and service within the deal with existing
customers.

Collecting information about potential and existing customers is a
regular activity, according to the interviewed salespeople. However, it
does not have the same importance throughout the various stages of the
complex sales process. Furthermore, existing and potential customers
are generally at different stages of the sales process.

The interviewees also perceive that the more complex the service
solution offered, the higher their need for relevant and accurate infor-
mation on the buyer. However, the complexity of the market or of
product/service solution itself does not necessarily imply more time
invested in searching for customer information.

In complex markets or those with complex product/service solutions,
salespeople choose to spend more time taking care of existing customers,
as they have already gathered information about them, rather than
search information about new ones. The interviewed salespeople
consider this investment of time more efficient in relation to their
financial goals. A few reasons are that salespeople need more time for
gathering information on other variables, such as competence, tech-
nology information and industry news.

Table 2
Characteristics of interviewees from service providers in phase 1.
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On average, based on the interviewed salespeople, existing cus-
tomers generate almost two-thirds of their sales income. Salesperson 5

states that: “... I spend the most part of my time caring for my current
customers ... ... they always need adaptations to the initial sales proposal and
this is more effective than searching for new ones ...”. Collecting informa-

tion about customers requires up to half of the salespeople’s time.
Evidently, to gain a new customer, salespeople need to spend more time
collecting information than is necessary with existing ones. The sales
proposal requires also substantial time from salespeople.

Although information is needed for the entire sales process, the type
and amount are changing. There is consensus among the salespeople
interviewed that the digitalization of the sales process works best in
those stages in which the information is not crucial, and the seller can
compare it easily in other ways (e.g. asking the customer), Conse-
quently, digitalization is most relevant in the following stages: (i)
identifying the customer; (iii) making a sales proposal; and (v) follow-up
support. For example, Salesperson 7 states that: “... when I locate a new
customer, the information needed is not so crucial as later on, because I can
usually search on the web and social networks about the potential customer

A different kind of information is required depending on the profile
of the customer company which affects the digitalization of the complex
sales process. For example, Salesperson 6 asserts that: “... although my
selling catalogue is always the same, each customer company is different, so I
have to offer a solution for the needs of each ... ... it requires different data in
each case ...”.

The digitalization of the complex sales process relies on the sources
of information accessible to the seller. For example, Salesperson 3 states
that: “... I usually prefer to have a face-to-face meeting with a potential
customer, but I do not always have the opportunity or the time, so I use social
media to gather the information I need ...”. Salesperson 4 comments that:
“... I could find useful customer databases, but my company does not invest in
this, so I cannot access them ...”.

The interviewed salespeople all agree that the search for appropriate
information about potential customers to be offered a solution is an
unavoidable action in complex B2B sales processes. However, the
importance of information searching is not only outside the selling or-
ganization, but also inside one’s own organization. The percentage of
time spent searching for internal information is 5% in relation to the
total time invested in searching for information. Salesperson2 asserts
that: “... each time I have to make a new proposal I need to be sure about the
project calendar, technical resources available in my company or if there is a
new version of the software ...”.

The availability of information about the complex sales process with
a potential customer generally implies fewer face-to-face encounters and
facilitating digitalization. For example, it could be a product/service
solution and sales proposal similar to existing customers, or internet
access to gather information about it.

The interviewed salespeople do not distinguish between analog and
digital channels of information, both are used depending on the infor-
mation required for the complex sales process. The interviewees
distinguish between the source of information (i.e. analog or digital

Personal characteristics

Organizational characteristics

Age Gender Years in current position Years in industry N° employees Annual Turnover (Million €) Industry

Salesperson 1 45 Male 7 17 40 (7 sellers) 6 ICT multi-industry
Salesperson 2 40 Male 8 12 30 (4 sellers) 8 ICT multi-industry
Salesperson 3 47 Male 6 19 20 (2 sellers) 1 ICT multi-industry
Salesperson 4 56 Male 1 20 100 (12 sellers) 8 ICT multi-industry
Salesperson 5 45 Male 9 9 17 (3 sellers) 2 ICT systems
Salesperson 6 40 Female 12 16 70(3 sellers) 7 ICT health
Salesperson 7 51 Male 2 20 60 (5 sellers) 3.5 ICT health

ICT: Information and communication technology.
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channel), but the processing of information between analog or digital is
not evident, although we asked about this issue.

The analog information channel is nowadays mixed, as shown in
Table 3 together with the digital one. For example, business cards
handed over during visits become digitalized through the use of mobile
phones, as well as the use of tablets and laptops to take notes in face-to-
face meetings.

The interviewed salespeople perceive the potential to digitalize
almost the whole sales process in the future. Nowadays, the stages in the
complex sale process that do not require interaction between seller and
buyer are digitalized to a larger extent than the others. The interviewees
perceive that will be difficult to digitalize those parts of the sales process
where face-to-face encounters become necessary in order to close deals.

Subsequently, digitalization appears to be implemented less in
complex sales processes compared to simple sales processes, because
complex sales needs more face-to-face interactions to close a deal.

The interviewed salespeople perceive the digital channel as faster
than the analog one. More information can be gathered in less time
through the digital channel than the analog one. However, the infor-
mation collected through the analog channel is perceived to be more
reliable and of higher quality than the information collected through
digital channels.

The interviewed salespeople split their time approximately half and
half between the digital and analog information channels. However, all
the salespeople interviewed spent more time in face-to-face meetings
than looking specifically for information. Again, they do not consciously
keep in mind the information channel used, that is, whether it is analog
or digital, but use the one that fulfils their needs with the tools currently
at their fingertips. The salespeople interviewed perceive the quality of
the information as more important than the quantity.

The analog source consists of two dimensions as shown in Table 3 for
the interviewed salespeople, namely emotional (intuitive and subjec-
tive) and rational (objective), while the digital one has only the ratio-
nalist aspect, as there is no opportunity to use intuition.

A large share of the rational analog information is therefore digita-
lized along with some of the emotional analog information, but not all.
Evidently, all the rational digital information is in effect digitalized in
complex sales processes.

All the interviewees consider it indispensable that their companies
provide them with technical resources to store information and to obtain
reports. All interviewees perceive that their companies do not use digital
information efficiently.

4.2. Specific results on digitalization in complex B2B sales processes

Table 4 structures the findings gathered in the interviews about
digitalization in complex B2B sales processes. Two principal dimensions
are revealed: (i) indicator, and (ii) context.

The first one is divided into enablers and obstacle indicators of
digitalization, while the second is divided into internal and external
contexts of the organization. Each combination of indicator and context
generates four sub-dimensions, namely: (i) organizational; (ii) techno-
logical; (iii) cultural; and (iv) legal/security.

Table 4 structures and summarizes the specific results reported in
this study, so as to provide an overview. This shows that the indicators of
enablers and obstacles can either be internal or external across contexts
in the digitalization in complex B2B sales processes.

The organizational sub-dimension in Table 4 refers to the internal

Table 3
Correspondence of information characteristics.
Source of information Personal sense Information Automatization
Digital Rational Objective Totally digitalized
Analog Rational Objective Partially digitalized
Emotional Subjective Not digitalized
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structure of the companies which operate in business markets. This in-
fluences the speed and quality of digitalization, such as the standardi-
zation of processes and information, as well as communication flows or
communication between the sales department and the other corporate
departments.

The technological sub-dimension in Table 4 refers to technological
resources to which companies have access and can use, such as optic
fiber, devices, hardware, software and digital networks. The cultural one
in Table 4 refers to the idiosyncrasy of companies, which influences the
process of adaptation of digital tools, such as staff perceptions of tech-
nology or staff flexibility towards technological changes.

Finally, the legal/security sub-dimension in Table 4 refers to laws
and regulations for managing data to be used in digitalization, without
causing damage with this use, such as data protection law and technical
security measures (e.g. private channels through VPN (Virtual Private
Network) and secured storage locations based on FTPS (File Transfer
Protocol Security).

The following paragraphs further present the results of the digitali-
zation of complex B2B sales processes, based on the in-depth interview
series with salespeople. We report the enablers and obstacles raised by
all, or almost all of the interviewees.

4.3. Internal enablers

One internal organizational enabler in complex B2B sales processes
is the existence of standardized processes and information flows, all of
which make it easier to digitalize them. Salesperson 1 asserts that: “....
at least when implemented with the salesforce too, I had to report the same
information, but in this software, instead in Excel or Word or by email ...".
Another internal organizational enabler is to provide motives and
rational reasons for digitalizing processes and flows and integrating
other departments of the company with sales. Salesperson 3 comments
that: “... it was hard to share my customer information with other colleagues,
but at least my company helps me to understand this will be a step ahead in
improving our competitive position ...".

One internal technological enabler in complex B2B sales processes is
the provision of technological staff training, focusing on knowledge
about the information needed, the relevance of using technological de-
vices and applications, and the integration of technological devices in
staff work settings. Salesperson 6 states that: “... I needed much support
to integrate all the devices, but today I do not have to introduce the same data
twice ...”. Salesperson 4 “... ten years ago I used a Blackberry and I had to
do all the office work at the beginning or end of the day; today I can run
orders in a coffee shop or while I waiting for the next customer ...”. Another
technological enabler is to create an adapted and limited access to
hardware, software and devices, so as to avoid technological overload
among staff. Salesperson 6 comments that: “... I am happy with the
digitalization ... ... my company gives me a new Iphone and Macbook, and I
have to maintain the information in just one application, because, they are
synchonized ...".

A possible internal cultural enabler is the geographical distribution
of the workplace, such as company offices located in different places,
rather than one headquarter, in order to stimulate the development of
digital communication rather than maintaining the analog one. Sales-
person 6 asserts that: “... meetings by videoconference are more effective ....
...there are more meetings, but they are shorter ...”

Table 4
Digitalization in complex B2B sales processes.
Digitalization in Complex B2B Sales Processes Context
Internal External
Indicator Enabler Organizational
Obstacle Technological
Cultural
Legal/Security
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Another internal legal/security enabler is to request signed confi-
dentiality agreements (NDA — Non-Disclosure Agreement). They can be
applied to staff and other collaborators such as suppliers and customers.
This kind of agreement offers security to the parties involved. Requests
to access data with Electronic Certificates secures this function as well.
Salesperson 7 comments that: “... the electronic signature is the best in-
vention ever as I do not need any paper and I do not have to waste time
sending contracts or expenses sheets to the headquarters by postal mail ..."”.

4.4. External enablers

Yet another external organizational enabler is the entry of a third
organization in the communication between buyer and seller organiza-
tions. The third organization may provide, from the call center to the
technical platform, information integration for the digitalization of
agreements (e.g. telecom companies provide the technical infrastructure
for improving communication between companies). Salesperson 4 states
that: “... the chatbot installed in our company website has collected many
leads ...”. Another external organizational enabler is cooperation with
technological consultant organizations that can assist in digitalizing
complex B2B sales processes. Salesperson 7 comments that: “... I am sure
all the digital changes would have been impossible without the recommen-
dations of our technological partner ...".

Another external technological enabler includes new software and
devices available in the market with more functionalities, as well as new
versions of the current ones. Salesforce 1 comments that: “... it is
wonderful not needing a computer to update salesforce data ... ... Ican do it
from my mobile ...".

Another external cultural enabler entails events and conferences on
recent technological advancements that are relevant to the company,
and all the events and publicity that local and central government offer
to support the digitalization benefits for companies. Salesperson 4
comments: “... in our case, to dig into digitalization process was not only
because of efficiency ... ... it was to maintain the image in the market ...".

Finally, legal/security enabler refers to the laws and regulations
supporting public finance of corporate digitalization. Salesperson 1
states that: “... I work for a SME firm which installed the CRM, thanks to
financial support from the local government to develop innovation ...".

4.5. Internal obstacles

One internal organizational obstacle is a low budget for digitalizing
corporate processes and information flows. Salesperson 2 asserts that:
“... there is not enough investment yet ... ... I do some tasks on the computer
and others still on paper ...”. Another is an inadequate internal organi-
zation of salespeople as well as poor integration of sales department with
other departments, such that technical support department do not offer
insights into how to become more effective with digitalization. Low
technological awareness of the CEO and the Sales Manager is another
obstacle to digitalizing complex B2B sales processes. A lack of rotation
among salespeople is an internal obstacle to digitalization. Rotation
brings knowledge into the sales department, so that salespeople may try
to adapt to the new digital solutions with partners. Another is that
digitalization should be used for relevant tasks for staff, thus enhancing
work effectiveness and efficiency. Rivalry within a sales department
between salespeople is also an obstacle, such that younger members of
the sales team do not share the benefits of technology with older ones.
Salesperson 1 states that: “... I do not like to introduce my information into
the system, others could ruin my strategy, so I just put in the minimum ...”".
Salespeople role overload is also an obstacle; if they do not know how to
use the technology, it may be perceived as a waste of time.

Yet another internal technological obstacle is the lack of relevant and
technical equipment, as digitalization requires appropriate devices,
hardware and software. Salesperson 7 asserts that: “... my company had
to change my mobile, because it did not have enough memory to support the
CRM mobile application ...”.
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An internal cultural obstacle is the lack of staff’s technological skills
in general (including managers) and salespeople in particular. Staff
needs to apply digital skills related to information management,
communication, network or distributed work, continuous learning,
strategic vision, network leadership, and customer orientation. Another
obstacle is an underestimation of the technological potential of digita-
lization, so that it is not prioritized in the use of sales processes. Sales-
person 7 comments that: “... it is hard to use all of this technology ... ...
when I started my career, the mobile did not exist ...”.

One internal legal/security obstacle is that staff may distrust tech-
nological tools, thus fearing a security failure and information leakage.
Another obstacle entails gaps in the technological tools (hardware or
software), which means that new versions do not always work better.
Salesperson 4 states that: “... last week we had a ransomware alert ... ... we
had to be disconnected form headquarter for two days and a lot of infor-
mation was lost ...".

4.6. External obstacles

One external organizational obstacle in complex B2B sales processes
is that the markets are relatively small, not necessarily monetarily, but
the number of customers is limited, with high levels of personalization
and thus expensive product and service solutions. Salesperson 7 com-
ments that: “... what is the sense of digitalizing, if, in the end, I have to offer a
personalized solution ... ... it would be better if I could present a standard
solution for all my customers, but this is not the case for me ...”.

An external technological obstacle is that of poor connections in
some locations (e.g. absence of WIFI, 3G or 4G). This negatively in-
fluences sellers which need to consult some data sources or send a
contract to the customer. Another is the absence of appropriate access to
data bases of customers. Salesperson 3 explains: “... I stopped in a gas
station between two cities in a remote area ... ... it was funny to see how lost I
felt without wifi or 4G ... ... what will happen with the spread of wifi-innibi-
tors?..that day I did not report anything ...".

One external cultural obstacle is the belief in some companies that
digitalization can lead to more wasted time or data insecurity than
traditional communications (e.g. data disappears, or hackers gain ac-
cess) and negative perceptions of technology do not help. A lack of trust
in new technological advancements may be caused by the initial version,
or an update of new devices, or hardware and software may fail.
Salesperson 2 comments that: “... the previous application for sales
department had to be changed, because some customer data had disappeared

One external legal/security obstacle is insufficient clarity of laws and
regulation mainly about sharing information; a company may not know
if it can share information, whether it is legal or not. Another problem is
perceptions of poor security caused by the risk of external intrusion (e.g.
hacker attacks). The studied ERP software industry contains sensitive
data for which sharing information may involve in data protection risk.
Salesperson 4 asserts that: “... because of the digitalization process, my
company had to hire a permanent legal service due to the high level of data-
protection requirements and high penalties ...”.

5. Discussion of findings

The digitalization process is about converting analog information
(such as artefacts, printed texts, drawings and photo images and sounds)
into a digital format that computers can understand.

5.1. Digital equipment

However, not all kinds of information can be digitalized successfully.
The digitalization process does not depend on the complexity of the
process where the information come from, but on: (i) objectivity,
simplicity and clarity of the analog information to be translated into
binary code (i.e. information is divided into pieces so that it can be



R. Rodriguez et al.

translated into digital format); (ii) access to a software that has the
capability to inter-relate basic pieces of information, making sense out of
them. The process of digitalizing transactions does not depend on the
complexity of the transaction process. The B2B process can be digitalized
as B2C or C2C. Success depends on the strategy of the digitalization
process.

The results indicate that the digitalization effectiveness of sales
processes is not necessarily exclusive to simpler or basic sales processes
(e.g. B2C in retail context), but also for complex B2B contexts.

As previously described, this study identifies five main stages based
on complex B2B sales processes. Furthermore, the complexity of the
service solution does not introduce further complexity to the sales pro-
cess in terms of additional stages. However, the complexity of the sales
solution introduces a need for more relevance and accuracy in the
treatment of information within each stage.

Stages (i) i.e. locate customer; (iii) i.e. make sales proposal; and (v) i.
e. follow-up support all require information which is mostly easier to
digitalize. This is the reason why the interviewed salespeople perceive
these stages as three of the most digitalized. These stages do not
necessarily need face-to-face interactions.

There is a heterogeneity of digitalization between complex sales
process. The differences between salespeople involved, related to the
total number of staffs, in the same kind of complex service software
providers, varies between 4% and 17%. Consequently, it implies a
different degree of digitalization in the sales process. A lower percentage
of staff in the same industry considered as salesforce, implies that sales
functions are assigned to other departments. Thus, sharing information
becomes crucial between departments, and the most effective way to
share information is when this is digitalized.

The digitalization of complex B2B sales process depends not only on
the selling organization, sales team or salespeople, but also on the profile
of the buying organization. The buying organization may need more
face-to-face encounters to close the deal, which per se implies less
digitalization in complexB2B sales process.

Digitalization also relies on the information relevance and accuracy
required for closing a deal. There are two points of view (i.e. selling and
buying organizations) that depend on the source of information,
whether it is analog and/or digital. It is also important who and when
selling and buying organizations can gain access to what information.

Digitalization helps the selling organization to divide up the complex
B2B sales process, firstly based on organizational functions (e.g. identify
customers, create new relationships, make proposals, close deals,
attention to existing customers, follow-up support) after which the or-
ganization can mix other issues with, such as products, geographic
location of customers and category of customers. A practical example of
division by functions is to pursue or renegotiate payments of invoices,
which could be a new task for an administrative department. This means
that the sales team could be organized by functions more effectively
than before.

Digitalization also refers to the quantity and quality of information
needed in the seller-buyer relationship. the involvement required by the
customer is important, as more involvement in the purchase requires
more information from the selling organization. This implies more face-
to-face encounters and subsequently relying on the experience of
salespeople. However, more experienced salespeople treating customer
requirements often implies fewer face-to-face encounters.

The quantity of information for the seller, needed for simple sales
processes, is less than for complex ones. The customer implications of
searching for information is less for simple purchase processes than for
complex ones, as the amount of information required is less.

The entire digitalization of the complex sales processes, if possible,
should be slower, because of the need for trust, and the information
accuracy required is higher than in simple sales processes.

The quality of information varies between complex B2B and simpler
B2C sales processes. It is not so important to have a large amount of
information about customers in B2C; it can be less information that is

Technology in Society 62 (2020) 101324

adapted to what is required, and from reliable sources. Digital sources
and people (analog) are not equally reliable, so that judgment is needed
to determine the relevance and accuracy of information obtained.

In traditional face-to-face encounters between selling and buying
organizations, the information shared is not only objective information
or binary data but is variable. For example, body language provides
information about intentions, feelings and personality. Non-verbal
communication conveys information about the degree of understand-
ing or agreement.

Consequently, communication goes beyond sending or receiving
packages of data in complex B2B sales processes. Communication is
about sharing rational and emotional information. It is about finding
common ground, thus giving the information a value and meaning to
both parties.

There are stages in the complex sales process that need less confi-
dence and can therefore be digitalized before other ones.

It is common to perceive the sales process as sequential and stepwise,
following pre-defined stages. It is not uncommon that sales companies
try to operate in this manner. However, feedback is needed between
objective and subjective information in the complex B2B sales process.
Actions and interactions between buying and selling organizations
create barriers to completing the digitalization in each stage. Although
the earlier stages, and the last one of the complex B2B sales process,
generally requires more objective information, while the rest are more
subjective, it is not linear and does not follow a strict timeline. The
digitalization process is gradual, and there is no self-evident division
between stages.

The profile of the selling and buying organizations also influence the
digitalization of the complex B2B sales process. There is a hierarchical
influence on the complex B2B sales process. It is not only the organi-
zation itself, but also the department and people which exert an influ-
ence. The salespeople and the purchase people as individuals and the
department in which one works, influence the digitalization process.
Demographic variables such as age and education, as well as experience,
influence the degree of digitalization of the complex B2B sales process. A
younger salesperson may have more technological skills, but with less
experience, and they follow a more digitalized B2B sales process than an
older one with fewer technological skills although with more
experience.

The digitalization of a complex B2B sales process relies on the in-
formation needed, such as quantity and quality. It also relies on the
confidence of people in technology. Consequently, it is not only the
quantity and quality of information that is important in the digitaliza-
tion of the complex B2B sales processes, but also the confidence of
selling and buying organizations in technology. Enhanced confidence in
technological tools implies more digitalization in the process.

6. Research implications

One of the characteristics of technological changes, which often
makes salespeople suffer, is that there are many channels and sources of
information and much time is taken up and at worst wasted in finding
the appropriate data. It is widely reported [84] that there are human
behavioral factors, such as adaptation [85] and resistance [86], which
affect the adoption of technology. In particular, e-commerce adoption
and its use has been studied extensively [87,88]. The extension of
human behavioral factors are therefore a foundation for the digitaliza-
tion of sales process, but this is beyond the scope of the present study.
The success of digitalization in complex B2B sales processes is based on
the efficient use of time by salespeople, and having the right information
at the right time.

This study helps us to understand the value of technology in society
and the process of obtaining valid information. It also helps classify and
organize different kinds of analog and digital sources, and channels of
information at a stage of technological change in which one company
and its managers believe that more information is always better.
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However, the most important thing is not to have more information, but
to have classified and organized the information point in time so as to
recover what is needed at each.

Consequently, an awareness of common enablers and obstacles to
digitalizing complex B2B sales processes can help to improve action
plans of digitalization, avoiding pitfalls and making it successful. The
results reported indicate that a complex B2B sales process is not easily
digitalized. On the contrary, there are a number of hurdles to overcome.

There appear to be a few trends among the companies of the inter-
viewed salespeople. From the past to present, the studied companies
increasingly substitute face-to-face encounters with remote calls at
stages less critical and with less value to the complex B2B sales process.
These companies maintain face-to-face encounters with important cus-
tomers, and in particular when it is near to closing the deal. From the
present to the future, the studied companies are likely to further sub-
stitute face-to-face encounters with remote ones in all stages of the
complex B2B sales process with all customers, except when obtaining
new customers. Furthermore, the complex B2B sales process are
partially divided into stages, and customers categorized in groups.

The question is whether a complex B2B sales process can be totally
digitalized. In other words, can face-to-face encounters become obso-
lete, where the analog information channel is fully replaced by a digital
one? This is a topic for future work on complex B2B sales processes.

7. Managerial implications

We recommend using a mixed structure in the sales department, so as
to exploit the benefits of communication technologies and to use what
advantages digitalization provides. It may be advisable to start by
dividing digitalization process by functions, and after that using the
remaining possibilities, by territory, accounts or products, depending on
the company.

Three internals sales elements should at least be created or main-
tained and there should be a total integration between them and the
salesforce which works outside the office:

i) identification — to open doors using communication technologies.
Functions must be able to identify potential customers through
social media, webpages and events. After finding them, it is
necessary to arrange a first meeting with the seller in the field.

ii) Template proposal — the administrative background of the sale.
Making Power Point for presentations and drawing up contracts.

iii) post-sale — re solving incidents and the most important part,
identifying new sales potential in the current customer. In post-
sale, the need for information is not so high as in the other two.
However, it is part of the sales process to digitalize and save costs
for the company. Furthermore, this can provide new or additional
sales opportunities.

Another proposal is an integration between sales and marketing
departments. The objectives of the marketing department must be
aligned with the sales department. This is due to the technology ad-
vancements which enable information to arrive at the customer in
different ways, such as ads, social media, websites or face-to-face with
the seller. The information and the message must be synchronized. It is
also important to renew the image of the traditional face-to-face sales-
person, offering them technological courses and adequate equipment.

We recommend staff training about what constitutes correct infor-
mation and the appropriate amount, as well as how organize, analyze
and exploit data. Companies not only need to have an ERP to store
organized information or to make a dashboard but need to learn how the
information can be integrated and shared with other systems and the
security issues that this involves. It is important that a consultant com-
pany propose a roadmap for the digitalization process, including the
digitalization of the sales process and the treatment of sales data.

The company needs to create a new position inside its technical
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support department. This position should have as its main function to
promote digitalization between the employees of the company and to
resolve any doubts about digitalization (e.g. how to use LinkedIn).

We recommend converting obstacles to enablers in the digitalization
of complex B2B sales process as follows:

e Make the cultural sub-dimension work in the company through
values and goals — align people’s values with your organization’s
long-term goals to unleash all hidden talent among the staff;

e Make the organizational sub-dimension work in the company

through

skills and expectations — develop staff’s professional digital skills to

make it possible for them to perform the work that is expected of

them; and

within and beyond organization and productivity — work on the in-

ternal and external processes of digitalization of the organization to

promote productivity in the complex B2B sales process.

Make the technological sub-dimension work in the company through

adapting the tools to employees and organizational processes

Make the legal sub-dimension work through knowledge of specific

laws and knowledge of legal technological limits

8. Conclusions, limitations and suggestions

We conclude that the digitalization of complex B2B sales processes is
progressing in the studied companies. However, face-to-face encounters
are still needed to close deals. This implies that later stages in the
complex B2B sales process are more difficult to replace with digital in-
terfaces. The analog ones still serve the purpose of safeguarding the
outcome of complex B2B sales processes. We also conclude that objec-
tive information is related to the process of digitalization, while the
subjective one is related to the analog one.

This study reveals two dimensions of relevance in the digitalization
of complex B2B sales process, namely indicator and context. Indicators
are both enablers and obstacles to digitalizing complex B2B sales pro-
cess, while the other focus is on the internal and external contexts. This
study also contributes to revealing sub-dimensions in the digitalization
of the complex B2B sales process, such as organizational, technological,
cultural and legal, as well as security issues.

This study makes several contributions to the field of technology in
society, positioned in B2B contexts. It contributes to our knowledge
about the digitalization process of direct sales, and specifically to in-
sights into the digitalization process of complex services in B2B contexts.

The study also sheds light on the need to maintain face-to-face and
personal contacts, so as to close deals in complex services sales in B2B
contexts. Today, it is still not entirely possible the achieve total digita-
lization, because of the importance of the human factor in the sales
process of complex services in B2B contexts.

In addition, this study also contributes to an approach to inter-
connect marketing and direct sales functions, which impacts on com-
panies’ internal organization, and its external communication with
customers and other stakeholders.

This study is limited to complex service solutions in the software
industry. Future research may focus on: (i) the extent to which other
industries (i.e. product- or service-oriented ones) with complex B2B
sales processes are digitalized, and the principal steps of the sales pro-
cess; and (ii) digitalization of the purchase process in the buying orga-
nizations for complex services in the software industry and the principal
steps of the purchase process. Consequently, future research, com-
plemented with the perspective of the buying organization, will provide
a usefull complementary contribution. The digitalization of complex
B2B sales process involves the buying organization, but to what extent
are there similarities and differences in B2B between sales and purchase
processes of complex service or product solutions?
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