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Digitalization and the associated shift in buyer behavior have led to buyers approaching sellers

at multiple touchpoints and sellers no longer being in control of the selling process. The aim of

this qualitative study is to increase understanding of critical touchpoints in the early stages of

the B2B buying process, which impact on selling in the digital age. The findings suggest that

B2B buyers are utilizing two parallel buying processes: the sales encounter-driven and digitalization-
driven. The managerial implications include: securing digital access to customers, adapting social
media strategy to customers, and developing salespeople as experts, relationship

builders, and value creators.

Background on Evolving Buying and Selling Processes

B2B selling has become more challenging for companies. Today’s buyers have ready access to
information regarding the supply situation, the offerings of several vendors, and even other
customers’ experiences, thus resulting in increasing buying power (Wiersema 2013).
Customer experience, with its touchpoints and journeys, is a hot topic among practitioners in
B2B companies, and the creation of a strong customer experience is a leading management
objective. (Lemon and Verhoef 2016) The aim of this paper is to increase understanding of critical
touchpoints in the B2B buying process that impact the selling process in a digital age.

To solve the research problem, we formulate three research questions:

1. How does the digital age change the buying process in B2B markets?

2. What are the critical touchpoints/milestones whereby the buyer wants the support of the
salesperson and the digital tools of the selling company?

3. How does the digital age change the selling process in B2B markets —i.e., how should

the selling process be adapted to the new B2B customer behavior/buying process?
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The study proceeds as follows: first, we review the extant literature. Second, we deepen the theo
retical understanding with an empirical investigation. Finally, we discuss the contributions, im
plications of our findings, as well as the limitations of the study.

The Buying Process

The purchasing process can be approached from the step or process flow perspective. However,
most processes consist of problem recognition, information search, evaluation of alternatives,
purchase decision, and post purchase evaluation (e.g., Tanner, Honeycutt, and Erffmeyer 2009,
90-91; van Weele 2010, 59-60).. A simple way to address the buying process is to divide it into
three stages: awareness — a customer becomes aware of the problem or the need; consideration —
a customer initiates an information search and an evaluation of alternatives; and purchase —a
customer makes a purchase decision. Digitalization has impacted on all three stages. There is a
need for in-depth understanding of changed buyer behavior, especially in the early stages of the
buying process.

The Selling Process

Dubinski’s (1989/1981) traditional “seven steps of selling” has lost its power (cf. Dixon and
Tanner 2012; Moncrief and Marshall 2005; Sheth and Sharma 2008), and the sequential selling
process has evolved in the direction of the non-sequential selling process. (Moncrief and Mar
shall 2005). Moreover, digitalization has transformed B2B selling since customers research,
evaluate, select, and share experiences about the product and the supplier more than ever before
(Linggvist, Plotkin, and Staley 2015).

Matching Selling and Buying Processes in the Digital Era

The extant literature points to the integration and adaptation of the selling process and the
buyer’s buying process in increasing customer value creation and performance (cf. Autry, Wil
liams, and Moncrief 2013; Esper et al. 2010; Viio and Gronroos 2014). Industrial buyers appreci
ate timely digital communications, especially in the early stages of the buying process, when
seeking and gathering information on the market situation and on potential suppliers (Deeter
Schmelz and Kennedy 2002).

Touchpoints of the Buyer’s Journey

Customer experience can be seen as the evolvement of a person’s sensorial, affective, cognitive,
relational, and behavioral responses to a firm or brand by living through a journey of touchpoints
along pre-purchase, purchase, and post-purchase situations. (Homburg, Jozic, and Kuehnl 2015).
A touchpoint is any verbal or nonverbal incident a person perceives and consciously relates to a
given firm or brand (Duncan and Moriarty 2006). Touchpoints are a way of engaging customers,
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and positive customer experience will further drive customer engagement (Islam and Rahman
2016). However, there is limited empirical work on customer experience and the customer’s
journey (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). Existing studies on customer journeys and online experi
ence have mostly been conducted in B2C settings (Rose, Hair, and Clark 2011).

In this study we define the buyer’s journey as the journey the buyer goes through in the aware
ness, consideration and decision stages, consisting of digital and physical touchpoints. The study
includes both new task and modified buying situations (cf. van Weele 2010, 31).

Methodology

Purposive sampling and semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions were used for the
data collection (Patton 1988). Ten interviews were conducted among participants of the purchas
ing process in the buyer firms (shipbuilding, marketing, broadcasting, insurance and textile in
dustries, machinery, printing, catering, environmental services, recycling industries) after having
received interviewees’ contact information from the seller firms. The seller firms represented se
curity services, IT solutions and office/furniture solutions.

An interview guide was used for data collection. All interviews were taped and transcribed, and,
first, coded independently by researchers. After having recognized preliminary themes, the re
searchers compared their findings and deepened mutual understanding and interpretations of the
findings. The general inductive approach used for data analysis allowed the research findings to
emerge from the important themes emerging from the data (Thomas 2006). ATLAS.ti program
was used for analyzing and coding the data. Finally, the results were interpreted. (Spiggle 1994)

Empirical Findings

We identified critical touchpoints in the early steps of the buying process that determine how the
buyer’s journey will unfold. Buyers become aware of their needs in several ways. If they have
already recognized a need or problem, they proceed with an information search. However, it
seems that digitalization and the ease of information exposure have led to buyers looking for
ideas to develop their business without having recognized a need or problem. In the awareness
phase, traditional channels, such as newsletters, recommendations, and sales

persons’ visits, are used to gain further knowledge about the available alternatives. The modern
way of searching for information is via social media sites such as LinkedIn, Twitter, and blogs
where buyers expect sellers to deliver valuable information (reference cases, ideas on how to de
velop their business, etc.).
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In the consideration phase, buyers may either meet only one supplier if they think they have
discovered something of interest in their information search, or they may compare several
alternatives

on their shortlist. Company websites seem to be one of the main sources of information to buyers.
Buyers appreciate easy access to contact information, visibility, clarity, availability of planning

and application tools, and even price information. The use of social media such as LinkedIn and
Twitter seem to depend on the industry. Some buyers did not perceive the usability of social media
in their buying process (cf. Keindnen and Kuivalainen 2015) while others use it for finding and
sharing new ideas (Lingqvist, Plotkin, and Staley 2015). The following of blogs and white papers
was mentioned by the interviewees while buyers highlighted face-to-face meetings at the evaluation
stage. However, they expect to receive value from the meeting instead of the traditional sales
pitch. Later on, when the relationship has been established, virtual meetings can also be used,
leading to time and cost savings. The salesperson’s activity is regarded as important.

Discussion

Our findings suggest that B2B buyers follow two parallel buying processes, sometimes even
simultaneously. The sales encounters-driven journey includes — awareness — information search —
evaluation of alternatives, where buyers first recognize the need or problem then start searching

for information, subsequently evaluating different alternatives and preferring discussions with

the sales person. In the digitalization-driven journey, the buyer starts with an information search
before the need or problem recognition, and depending on the information, a need may arise or

an interest in evaluating the alternative could emerge. The findings indicate that the buyer’s journey,
whether the sales-encounter-driven or digitalization-driven, seems to be industry and company
specific. Buyers’ journey comprises different critical touchpoints that determine whether the journey
proceeds. This new situation suggests that sellers should take into consideration customers’
expectations in relation to critical touchpoints. The findings resonate with Lemon and Verhoef
(2016), suggesting the adaptation of touchpoints and journeys. The study contributes to the sales
literature from the buyer’s perspective. The buyer’s viewpoint on selling competencies have largely
been neglected and the body of knowledge is based on the research conducted among salespeople
(cf. Korpela 2015; Plouffe et al. 2008). The study increases the understanding of the expectations
buyers have towards the sales and salespeople’s behavior, thus increasing understanding on

how to create value appreciated by the buyer. In addition, it increases understanding of the buying
process and the buyer’s journey (cf. Lemon and Verhoef 2016).

Managerial Implications
Buyers appreciate easy digital access to solve their questions, such as reference case descriptions,
product and contact information, especially in the early phases of the buying process (cf.

A-31



Deeter-Schmelz and Kennedy 2002). For this reason, seller firms should keep their websites up
to-date and informative to meet buyers’ expectations and to support their personal selling (cf.
Karjaluoto, Mustonen, and Ulkuniemi 2015).

The appreciation for social media seem to be dependent on the industry and the product to be
bought. However, seller firms shall create and implement social media strategy and adapt their
use to customers. The digital age does not seem the decrease the central role of salespersons.
Buyers appreciate the salesperson’s role as an expert, a relationship builder, and a value creator.

Limitations and Future Research
As the study continues, the plan is to interview a total of 120 purchasing decision-makers by
March, 2017 and to analyze the data by the end of 2017.
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