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Abstract. The megatrend of digitalization has transformed the way companies
are doing business with their clients. We show that digitizing business-to-business
(B2B) sales is not solely a question of technology, but also involves considera-
tions of the buying cycle. Therefore, we discuss the progression from the tradi-
tional buying cycle to the customer journey. We illustrate the need for digitizing
this journey and outline important customer touchpoints. Afterward, we identify
emerging technologies in B2B sales and show how they can be applied to digitize
different customer touchpoints. Additionally, we investigate how digitalization in
sales revolutionizes the seller organization, briefly discuss our results, and offer
recommendations for B2B digital sales.
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1 Introduction

Digitalization influences almost every company at different levels. However, because of
the complexity of introducing the change that accompanies digitalization, most compa-
nies struggle to respond to digital disruption and fail to support salespeople in managing
their changing requirements.

To explore this, we conducted research focused on digital technologies in business-
to-business (B2B) sales. We used databases that included Business Source Premier,
EconBIZ, and Science Direct, and we limited the search to studies conducted between
2015 and 2020. We found 113,922 entries after an initial screening, and of these, we
retained 170 entries. For the final list of studies, our quality criteria included having at
least 25 participants, being published in a peer-reviewed journal, and being published
in English. After a complete analysis, we obtained a final list of 71 sources that fulfilled
all criteria. We found that almost all publications related to artificial intelligence (AI)
and Big Data in B2B sales were rather broad and were not intended for a specific digital
application. Thus, we focused on potential applications in sales.

Based on the literature review, we decided to consider the phases of the buying cycle
and to highlight the customer journey with its touchpoints, as explained in Sect. 2, to
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illustrate the applications of different digital technologies in B2B sales. To serve these
touchpoints, we present technologies and corresponding application scenarios within
the buying cycle (Sect. 3) and focus on the influence of digitalization on the supplier’s
organization (Sect. 4). Afterward, we briefly discuss our results (Sect. 5) and present the
conclusion of our research in Sect. 6.

2 Transformation to Digital Sales: The Rise of the Customer
Journey

As earlier mentioned, the transformation in B2B markets introduces a change in per-
spective on the buying cycle. Thus, we outline the various viewpoints on the buying
cycle that have emerged in the last few decades.

An early model of the buying cycle considered only the mutual decision of the cus-
tomer and the seller who agree on the stated buying conditions. Next, the characteristics
of the buying situation were considered, and later, the behavioral factors of the parties
involved. Later still, the buying cycle was seen from the viewpoint of the supplier, who
is responsible for designing effective marketing material to obtain a successful cus-
tomer response. Later research considered the dyadic interactions between the supplier
and the customer, and later the overall network of relationships. Then, the most recent
model arose: the customer journey. It highlights the influence of digital technologies and
describes the buying cycle as a holistic process experienced by the individual customer.
It is important to look at the customer journey from the customer’s point of view [1].

Mapping the customer journey has become increasingly popular. The customer jour-
ney considers the “general” customer, but also underscores that each customer has a
unique journey and unique touchpoints with the seller company. To improve the cus-
tomer experience and better serve the customer, the seller must clearly understand these
touchpoints [2].

Typically, customers progress through four stages as stated in the customer journey
model: (1) the consideration stage, in which the customers perceive a set of brands; (2)
the evaluation stage, in which they include or reject brands based on their evaluation
criteria; (3) the buying stage, which leads to a brand selection and the purchase of the
product; (4) finally, the customers experience the product and build expectations for the
future relationship. This can produce a loyalty loop, where customers buy a new product
directly from the same company with shortened consideration and evaluation phases [3].

To best service the resulting touchpoints, companies need to replace analog processes
and automate the entire journey. Moreover, companies should be proactive, tailoring
customers’ experiences based on their preferences and guiding them through their jour-
ney. This contextual interaction requires that the seller tracks the customers along their
journey. The constant improvement of the customer journey and awareness of critical
touchpoints is the key to success [3–5].

3 Emerging Technologies in B2B Sales

Aswe have alreadymentioned, the customer journey requires digital technologies to best
serve the needs of the customer. However, despite the positive contributions of digital
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technologies, their application in B2B sales does not yet fulfil their potential [6]. Thus,
we present three technologies, namely virtual reality (VR)/augmented reality (AR), Big
Data, and AI, and show how they can be applied to the customer journey.

3.1 Virtual and Augmented Reality

Whereas VR allows users to navigate through a simulated or imagined world, AR adds
virtual and real objects to a real environment [7, 8].

In a previous study, we examined popular applications of AR and VR in B2B sales:
These technologies are used to present the seller company and its products, to visualize
and document customer projects, for training purposes, and to support the installation and
maintenance of products after they have been purchased by the customer. We discovered
that VR and AR could change the sales process somewhat and assist salespeople in their
interactions with the customer. They improve communication with customers because
the transfer of complex content becomes easier through visualization, and the customers
receive information as active participants in the conversation [9].

3.2 Big Data

The term Big Data is commonly described by the 3 vs: volume, which refers to the high
amount of data in an organization, velocity, which refers to the generation and processing
of data in real time, and variety, which means the large number of data types [10].

BigData has the potential to influence the entire operating environment of a company
[11] and to enable transformation to a data-driven organization [10]. To unfold its full
potential, the large amount of data is translated to information using text analytics, audio
analytics, video analytics, social media analytics, and predictive analytics to support
decision-making [12]. This can lead to various benefits in sales and makes customers
more transparent because they can be tracked and segmented, and thus customer needs
can be better understood [11]. This contextual awareness allows personalized marketing
efforts, dynamic pricing, and improved customer service due to better problemawareness
[10].

Accordingly, it is evident that Big Data enables companies to increase the efficiency
of their business operations and to optimize business processes. Information from mul-
tiple sources can be acquired to support the decision-making process, especially in
sales. Application areas cover the entire customer journey, from creating to maintaining
and extending the customer relationship. Thus, Big Data improves, strengthens, and
personalizes the customer relationship across the entire journey [13].

Overall, it can be said that Big Data increases a company’s competitive advan-
tage. Big Data can improve cost efficiency and enable greater responsiveness and better
decision-making. Automated algorithms can replace human decision-making, enabling
new business models to be set-up [10, 14, 15].

Despite the various possibilities of Big Data, several challenges have arisen, How
do customers perceive Big Data and its value? Which offerings and segments are most
profitable?Howcanpricing be customized, andwhat influences the loyalty of customers?
[15].
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3.3 Artificial Intelligence

AI is a technology that exhibits human intelligence and emulates intelligent human
behavior in an online environment. It could be said that AI interprets data, learns from it,
and exhibits flexible adoption. Due to the characteristics of AI, sales could be considered
the department in which AI would have the most meaningful impact. AI can influence
sales processes, customer service, and customer behaviors [16, 17].

AI can automate the customer journey in different ways. Using a rich prospect
profile, AI can support lead generation and lead qualification, among other things. For
instance, it can automate interaction with customers. Although salespeople currently
interact personally with prospects to advise them or acquire them as customers, this
could be done by AI in the future. AI or a bot could imitate the behavior of salespeople
and have real-time conversations with customers. By interpreting customers’ emotions,
AI can consult with customers by evaluating a product and negotiating to close the sale.
Through enriched customer profiles, AI can also support the after-sales phase [17–19].

Accordingly, AI can augment or replace human interaction. Moreover, AI enables
companies to better screen their customers and respond according to their requirements.
Companies can better identify most important customers and their needs, and subse-
quently recognize how they must adjust their business model. However, despite the
various advantages, companies are still struggling to operationalize AI at the different
customer touchpoints in an effective way [17, 19].

4 Organizational Alignment to Guide the Customer Journey

Digitization strengthens the trend of digital servitization that represents the integration
of services in physical products [20]. Thus, companies tend to develop from a product
provider to a solution provider. To successfully act as a solution provider, companies
must change their way of doing business. Revenue streams must change, long-term
relationships must be established, and closer collaboration with customers is required.
This changes an organization’s sales process [6].

Despite these fundamental changes, the existing literature presents only the tradi-
tional skills of a sales organization [21–26]. Based on the studies reviewed, we were
able to identify several research gaps, which considered the increasing importance of
digitalization in the customer journey.

Though there exist various fields of application for the technologies presented in
Sect. 3, social selling is still important to B2B sales and has attracted increasing attention.
Social selling is defined as leveraging social media platforms for understanding and
engaging with customers and prospects at touchpoints along their customer journey. In
addition to company and industry factors, the attitude and behavior of salespeople play
an important role in the successful application of social selling in B2B sales. However,
these characteristics were not considered in the reviewed studies in a meaningful way
[27].

Hence, we can state that an organization must rethink its structure and processes.
Value is no longer delivered via well-established routines in sales organizations. Not
only is the type of value is changing, but so is how it is delivered to customers.
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This is why sales organizations must become more customer-centric and develop new
skills [28].

5 Discussion

The progression from a buying cycle to the customer journey reveals that digitalization
plays an increasing role in customer service. New technologies are required to guide cus-
tomers through the journey. Thus, the viewpoint of the seller is changing. Formerly they
focused on product sales, now the view of the customer has become increasingly impor-
tant. Along the entire customer journey, the sellermust analyze each customer touchpoint
and discover what the customer really wants and how value can best be delivered to the
customer. To best guide customers through this journey, digital technologies, such as
VR/AR, Big Data, and AI are required.

The technologies presented can support almost every phase of the customer journey.
However, despite the various opportunities, many questions have arisen. A sales organi-
zation must determine how the massive amount of data can be processed, and which data
and features are really needed for supporting salespeople and their customers. According
to the theory of customer journeys, we should not neglect the attitudes of the customers
toward digital technologies: Is it really their desire to become completely transparent
and to be advised by bots instead of human salespeople [9, 10, 17, 29]?

Keeping these questions in mind, the organization must decide how to guide cus-
tomers through their journey. Therefore, organizations need to identify digital technolo-
gies and decide how to apply them in sales to serve customer needs and how to best
address customer touchpoints. To do so, organizations need to become more customer-
centric and salespeople must develop new competencies. What these are, and how they
differ in the respective markets should be addressed by future studies in this field.

Furthermore, organizations can establish new disciplines to guide the customer jour-
ney. For instance, a journey product manager could observe customer behaviors in more
detail, explore what attracts customers, and find ways to optimize the entire journey [3].
Another professional that takes customer-centricity into account is the customer success
manager. They proactively use information about customers to advise them, establish
trustworthy relationships, and finally guide them formaximal successwith their products
[30].

6 Conclusion

It can be concluded that digital technologies enable salespeople to access a considerable
amount of information about their product offerings and their customers. Thus, digital
technologies can simplify the management of customer relationships in sales, allow
faster reactions, and offer a competitive advantage. The customer journey requires digital
technologies like VR, AR, Big Data, and AI to serve customer needs. We outlined the
potential of these technologies and how they can be applied in B2B sales. Finally, we
briefly discussed that digital sales requires changes in the sales process of an organization
and new capabilities for salespeople. To best guide customers, and to consider and fulfil
their needs, two newdisciplines are conceivable: product journeymanagers and customer
success managers.
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