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Abstract 

The recent context leading to an intensification of digitization has undeniably impacted Buyer-

Seller (B-S) relationships in B2B markets. By refocusing on the human element, we seek to 

identify the strength of this impact on B-S synergies and interactions, the values conveyed and 

their concrete manifestations throughout the B2B buying journey. The qualitative study we 

conducted with commercial, industrial (Sellers) and distributor (Buyers) decision-makers, 

highlights the strategic dimension of the search for a balance between human relations and 

digitization for more synergy and performance. Digitization is indeed at the heart of the 

strategies of manufacturers and their distributors to better control the demand of the end 

customer or user, in a triadic relationship. Team support can be facilitated by digital relationship 

support tools, co-creating a link and value while making the user or end customer more 

autonomous. In B-S interactions leading to engagement, the goal is to create both the conditions 

for the best business decision and end customer loyalty. The higher the stakes, the more 

necessary the non-intermediated physical human B-S relationships.  
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1.Introduction, context and objective The Buyer-Seller relationships of the B2B Buying 

Journey are undeniably impacted by the context of intensified digitalization resulting from the 

combined effect of digitalization in response to the physical distancing related to the pandemic 

and the pre-existing digitalization among actors in the B2B market for the last twenty years. 

The result is changes in customer (B2B) behavior in response to an acceleration of digital trends 

already underway before the pandemic (McKinsey, 2020). Our general problematic is part of 

this context and leads us to identify the intensity of the impact of digitalization on Buyer-Seller 

(B-S) synergies and interactions, as well as their concrete manifestations on the entire B2B 

Buying Journey (BJ). According to Mc Kinsey's B2B Pulse 2021 survey, eight out of ten B2B 

decision-makers believe that omnichannel selling is as or more effective than traditional 

relational methods (Mc Kinsey, 2021). However, what about the concrete translation of this 

intensity in the daily missions of sales decision makers manufacturers (Sellers) and Distributors 

(Buyers) and their teams? 

2.2.1 Our general research question, in this context, is formulated in these terms: "What is 

the reality of the digital landscape in B-S relations? "What is the place of the human being in 

the B-S relationship in the context of intensified digitalization?” “What are the managerial 

implications already in place or in prospect with regard to the support of teams and in high-

stakes B-S interactions ?” 

2.2.2 Key outcomes of our  discussion The analysis of the interviews with manufacturer 

(Sellers) and distributor (Buyers) business leaders and decision-makers participating to our 

current study (see § 5. 1) leads us to (1) an analysis of the digital landscape of B-S relations in 

which the three dimensions of digitalization are differently solicited:  "data", which is a source 

of collective efficiency on all the key moments, intermediated communication which influences 

B-S relationships, artificial intelligence which is limited to the phases of preparation and 

support (2) two keys to analyzing the behaviors of the Buyer-Seller actors impacted by this 

digital landscape, which are the search for balance between digitalization and direct physical 

relationship, depending on the synergistic intensity of the B-S relationships and their stakes, (3) 

in the key moments of the B2B BJ that are the accompaniment or support (cf. § 5.2) and 

engagement or commitment (cf. § 5.3), digitalization has a strategic dimension. Digitization, in 

its three aspects, modifies the balance of power between the manufacturer (Seller) and the 

distributor (Buyer), without calling into question their partnerships. On the one hand, it 

increases the professionalization of Buyers and increases their negotiating power. On the other 

hand, depending on the sector and the nature of the products, it allows for a more direct 

relationship between the manufacturer and the end customer, while giving the latter more 

autonomy, as well as competition between traditional distributors and Pure Players. 

3. Methodology  

The qualitative exploratory study, conducted in accordance with its specific methodology 

(Martineau and Plard, 2016), began in April 2021, with 13 sales and decision-making 

executives (Sellers and Buyers), all of whom are in charge of conducting high-stakes 

negotiations, steering and/or leading their sales and/or logistics teams. The industrial and 

distribution companies concerned are all major players in their market.  One of these companies 

is in the service sector (HR). 5 distinct markets are concerned in manufacturing and their 

counterpart in the distribution: phytosanitary products-agriculture, professional hygiene 

products, professional safety equipment, commercial and consumer building, FMCG. The 

services sector: Human Resources. The semi-structured interviews allowed us to gather the 

strategic position of each organization and a broader vision of the impacts of digitalization on 

BJ's actors. All interviews were recorded and then transcribed with Nvivo and Iramuteq 



 

softwares ; the thematic analysis was retained. The results reveal central topics, two of which 

are highlighted in this communication (support, commitment). 

4. Conceptual framework and literature review  

4.1 Digitalization in customer relations essentially covers three dimensions: data, 

intermediated communication and artificial intelligence (AI). These three dimensions have been 

distinguished, in B2B relationships, according to the purpose of their use, focused on activities, 

or on resources, or on the links between actors (Pagani & Pardo, 2017). Intensified 

digitalization fits into the conceptual framework of psychological distance according to which 

events that are not part of our direct reality are psychologically distant (Trope, Liberman, & 

Wakslak, 2007). The three aforementioned dimensions of digitization have been called upon in 

order to address the social and physical distancing of the actors in the B2B relationship, arising 

from these circumstances. The most recent academic literature on B2B BJ, the seat of relations 

between B-S actors, confirms that BJ is social by definition, (Grewal & Shridar, 2021), that it 

reflects the use of social media as a broader application of the principles of digital marketing, 

until extending to the so-called social selling (Ancillai et al., 2019). It is already well established 

that marketing functions, heavily involved in the B2B customer journey, are integrating CRM 

and artificial intelligence at multiple levels including strategic (Huang & Rust, 2021). However, 

in general, the authors also emphasize the limits of digitalization in B-S interactions. Lawrence 

et al. ( 2019) point to the complementarity of online channels and salespeople, which together 

improve communication between buyer and seller. Arli, Bauer, and Palmatier (2018) also 

clarify that technology should be used to increase efficiency, but not at the expense of internal 

and external customer interactions. In contrast, the literature does not specify the criteria for 

complementarity and use, the key moments of the BJ, or the buying and selling behaviors to 

which they can be applied.  The academic literature is not very explicit on the subject of values 

in B-S relationships. It does, however, highlight shared values (without defining them) as key 

antecedents of the trust that customers may place in online environments (Arli, Bauer, & 

Palmatier, 2018). For Bain, as cited by Almquist et al. (2018), relational value is a key value in 

the B2B value pyramid. It participates in the Ease of doing business value and is broken down 

into responsiveness, expertise, commitment, stability and cultural fit. The author adds that the 

various distinct value origins have shown their importance for B2B buyers to better understand 

the sometimes very subjective, even very personal considerations, as well as the set of rational 

and emotional factors that business customers bring to buying decisions.  The result is our 

research questions on this topic: What is the landscape of digitalization in the key moments 

of the B-S relationship? Where is the balance between digitalization and human relations in the 

service of B-S synergies? What is the key value? see Results and discussion § 5.1 

4.2 Regarding the impact of intensified digitalization on B-S interactions such as the 

support and commitment of B-S teams, we refer here to the concept of customer success 

management, which has its origins in the customer-centricity model, according to which 

suppliers should support their customers in order to enable them to get the full potential out of 

their business offerings. This concept is thus based on the implicit assumption of a possible 

sub-optimal use of the solution offer (Eggert, Ulaga, and Gehring, 2020). For Panagopoulos, 

Rapp, and Ogilvie, (2017), it is more about the involvement of the seller in the sales approach 

: in the post-deployment phase of the solution, the challenge for the seller then becomes to adapt 

the solution to the needs of the customers by strategically combining products and services 

(ancillary resources, technical expertise, deployment of the solution to the end customers). This 

involvement can lead to a positive perception of the seller as an expert with unique know-how 

and skills. If we take "relational value" in the sense of Bain (quoted by Almquist et al., 2018), 

we are dealing here with the notion of expertise, responsiveness and cultural fit. However, the 



 

literature does not define either the behaviors that constitute accompaniment (support) or the 

impact of digitalization in its different dimensions. Regarding commitment, the theory of 

commitment and trust (Morgan, Hunt et al., 1994), suggests that two parties are more likely to 

engage in a relationship if they trust each other. The intensity of these two variables thus affects 

clients' intentions to remain in the relationship, potentially leading to an independent 

relationship (Padgett, Hopkins, & Williams, 2020). The level of commitment   is made of three 

dimensions : (1) affective that stems from similarity, identification, shared values, and 

enjoyment of collaboration, (2) economic stemming from a rational and economic calculation, 

and (3) normative based on a sense of compulsion to remain in the relationship. However, the 

literature does not define the impact of digitalization on the level of commitment. This leads to 

the following research questions regarding support and commitment: which dimensions of 

digitization are solicited and how does the intensity of their impact manifest itself in each of 

these B-S interactions? cf. results and discussion § 5.2 and 5.3 

5. Results and discussion For the key players in B2B customer relations in our study, three 

fundamental points emerge 

5.1 "The Search of Balance" and Synergy of the B-S relationship in the BJ's digital 

landscape  

a. The BJ digital landscape described to us by the sales leaders and their teams reflects, first 

of all, its dependence on the digital maturity of the sector of activity in which B and S operate, 

which should be related to the "digital" receptivity of the end customer (cf. Appendix 2, 

example in the agriculture and phytosanitary products, FMCG). Here are the key points 

stemming from the interviews. (1) The data collected with the CRM tool allows to be more 

efficient collectively in the Buyer-Seller relationship, in all the key moments of the B-S, within 

the B-S teams but also at a more strategic level, the data being integrated into the ERP. (2) 

Regarding the digitalization of B-S relationships with the communication dimension: 

depending on its degree of 

visibility, digitalized data 

influences the B-S 

relationship, making buyers 

more "expert" (e.g. website 

data) or will guide the choice 

of the physical communication 

channel when the information 

is strategic (and confidential). 

Communication through 

digital means ( eg video 

conferencing) in the sales 

approach, commitment and 

follow-up phases is effective when the interlocutor is already known and when it is a question 

of follow-up or re-purchase. For the Buyer (distributor), omnichannelity represents the 

possibility of confirming an order by e-mail, following a physical and/or personalized approach 

by the Seller,  ordering  commodities »  on the manufacturer's merchant site or products with 

less added value, with the objective of a volumetric re-purchase. (3) The use of artificial 

intelligence is limited to the preparation and follow-up phases. In the latter, the manufatcurer’s 

objective will be to influence the relationship with the final customer.    

Figure 1 : Digital landscape in Key moments of BS relations according to the 
interviewed sales leaders     



 

b. Two analysis keys are put forward to understand B-S behaviors on the BJ moments 

impacted by digitalization. The first key is related to the place of digitalization and human 

relations, "it's the search for balance" (verbatim), between a more or less present digitalization 

combined with a physical human relationship. This approach is linked to the second analysis 

key, linked to the contact and the link, to the synergy that the Seller (or its teams) creates with 

the Buyer, with the final 

objective of seeking 

commercial performance. We  

summarized the relationships 

and behaviors impacted by the 

search for balance and synergy 

between the actors of the B2B 

BJ in a matrix visualization. 

All sales leaders distinguish 

between relational behaviors 

that can be the subject of a 

mix of "digitalized means and 

physical humans" while 

promoting B-S synergy, and those that, conversely, would lead to antagonism in relationships, 

linked to the limits of excessive digitalization or physical proximity. It therefore appears that 

the higher the stakes are, close to commitment, the more the mix of digitalization and physical 

human relations is tilted in favor of the need for almost exclusive physical human relations. In 

any case, digitization is a tool to help the relationship and, depending on the stakes, the "human 

relational value" will be praised. To conclude this section, we propose a summary of the 

elements of digitalization that impact the B2B BJs of the companies we surveyed (see Annex 1 

Table 2). How does this "human relational value" translate into the daily lives of sales managers 

and their teams (Sellers) in contact with the (Buyers)? How does digitalization help or hinder 

in these situations? Our study highlighted two key elements of the B-S relationship: support 

and commitment. 

5.2. Digitalization in the Buyer's support by the Seller  

For the sales leaders in our study, digitalization in support acts confers a strategic 

dimension to better control the end customer, with a mix of "digitalization to help with 

the relationship and physical human relations". 

Sales leaders, in their mission to lead their sales teams, are unanimous, across all sectors of 

activity, in indicating that the support of the Buyer, by their teams, has become the key to 

success in the B-S relationship and the reinforcement of synergies and cover all the moments 

of the Buying Journey. This support, according to the distributors, is carried out in a power 

struggle to the advantage of manufacturers who want to retain control of their various sales 

processes and distribution channels, and therefore the choice of the type of "traditional" 

distributor on the one hand, and "Pure Player" on the other, depending on the sector, which are 

in competition with each other, to "reach" the end customer or user through them. This strategic 

aspect reveals that the elements of digitalization, such as merchant sites or other digitalized 

tools, will only be used, for their effectiveness, with the aim of being able to "stay in contact", 

from "A to Z", "according to the needs of the customer (end user)", in an approach of "co-

creation" of "added value", to "be present for our customers (end users), to bring them solutions, 

services, to be there for them when they need help". It is also noted that e-commerce sites only 

deal with products with less added value for the end customer and essentially facilitate 

volumetric re-purchasing.  « The customer's perception must be : I want to work with an expert. 

Figure Matrix analysis of B-S behaviours impacted by digitization : the search for 
balance and synergy   



 

I want to stay with that expert. As long as our products are seen as something other than 

commodities, we will have that advantage ». It is, in fact, the digitalization tools to facilitate 

contact that have been developed the most, via communication and remote viewing 

applications, and even artificial intelligence, to reach the customer where he or she may be 

alone with an increased need for help and an immediate, expert solution. It is in this sense that 

digitalization allows the customer (end user) to become more autonomous through the "Buyer" 

while remaining linked to the "Seller". It is a "triadic" approach, of co-creation of value by 

maintaining the role of digitalization as a tool to help the relationship, while leaving the human 

being the primacy in the content of the added value that the tool can convey. According to the 

HR manager, "Nothing will ever replace the human value that only a consultant can understand 

(...), which person (...) will be able to best accompany (support)  the manager in this company 

(...). No robot will be able to do that, not right away.  For more details: tables from the thematic 

analysis (see annex table 3. Support) 

5.3 digitalization in the B-S engagement/commitment acts 

For the key actors of the B2B relationship in our study, the need for a (quasi) exclusive 

physical human relationship is linked to the importance of the stakes of commitment 

Commitment refers to the acts of reciprocity in the B-S relationship leading to it and eminently 

refers to the affect that plays, in particular, an important role in these relationships (de Ruyter, 

Moorman, and Lemmink, 2001), themselves dependent on the existing trust between the 

parties. Our decision-makers specify that it is in these acts of commitment and decision-making 

that the "human" manifests itself the most, thus leading to the need for a physical, non-

intermediated human relationship in the digitalization-human relationship balance. The shared 

level of information, according to the stakes, is a key to understanding this manifestation. When 

the level of information is accessible through communicational omnichannelity, it rebalances 

the qualitative level of discussions between negotiators and makes the negotiation more 

effective. "Now we have two experts meeting, it's completely different. When it is strategic, 

our interlocutors testify, information is not read on websites but is said and shown in full trust. 

It is the "market feeling" from which the Seller and the Buyer will discuss, will anticipate 

strategies of common business perspectives with high stakes, or again, depending on the sector, 

such as the food industry, the organoleptic customer experience "that must be lived and that is 

something that cannot be done via the Internet or communication channels". This is still the 

differentiating argument in a high-stakes and competitive negotiation. The result is a more 

demanding balance of power in the B-S relationship: "You have to keep in mind that we are 

now all in competition, and we have to be the best. However, the distributors (Buyers) affirm 

that this level of requirement, linked to "digitalization, does not call into question the 

partnerships" with the manufacturers who, in the end, retain control of the negotiation process.  

In the reciprocal acts of the commitment process between Buyer and Seller, this is all that the 

videoconference tool does not allow. Indeed, its use is limited to the strict duration of the 

negotiation meeting, in an often virtual environment, without the time to get to know each other, 

to understand each other's personality in order to better adapt their speech. For the buyers, the 

physical human relationship with an interview in their premises was a means of pressure. 

"Video conferencing (...) has eliminated this pressure tactic that (buyers) had on us, namely to 

be in their environment, in their cocoon, which can be destabilizing. "To understand each other, 

it's much friendlier when you're in the emotions, by videoconference, it's complicated (...) to 

know how I should sell a product to this gentleman." The higher the stakes, the higher the level 

of interlocutors, the more important this human element will become. Also, the key element to 

carry out the engagement process remains the prerogative of the physical human relationship, 

without filter, without screen, to better understand each other, to better know each other person 



 

to person, to strengthen the motivation to do business together. We find the words and gestures 

intended to reassure, to relax relationships. It is the time to get to know each other before the 

meeting starts, to see each other, to talk to each other, or not, to understand the personified 

environment in which we are located. It is, in fact, everything that can be understood by feeling 

it, by emotions, body language, atmosphere, the moment before entering the meeting where we 

greet each other, or at the end of the meeting where we "see the client off", that only physical 

human contact allows. It is also the moment of sharing a lunch, which gives the desire to share 

"the give and take" or the understanding of the motivation, as a representative of his company, 

deep personal, even subjective, to the purchase or sale that will finalize a decision between 

decision makers.  For more details: tables from the thematic analysis (see annex table 4. 

Commitment). 

6. Conclusion, contributions and perspectives Our study, focused on the topics of 

accompaniment/support and engagement/commitmen, rovides complementary insights to those 

of the Customer Centricity model (Eggert, et al. 2020) and to that of commitment and trust 

(Morgan et al., 1994), by giving a strategic level to the impact of digitalization in the B-S 

relationship. Today, digitalization choices are at the heart of manufacturers' strategies in their 

relations with the distributors, in order to better control the needs of the end customer or user, 

in a B2B market that traditionally responds to the demands of the C customer.  These topics 

also reveal the perception of the roles of sales leaders and their sales teams by integrating the 

dimensions of digitalization in their practices of accompaniment/support and engaging acts, 

while placing interpersonal trust at the heart of the key moments of the B-S relationship. The 

next steps on this topic will lead us to carry out an in-depth qualitative exploratory study of the 

populations contributing to the B2B customer relationship of a multinational company in the 

professional hygiene sector. 
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Appendixes 

 

Table 1  : Qualitative exploratory study samples per market- sub-market  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2  : Elements of  digitalisation and B2B Buying Journey per sector/market  

 



 

 



 

Table 3 : Support /accompaniement per firm, industry sector – speaking partner 

verbatim  

Manufacturers and HR  

 

 

Distributors  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Table 4 : Commitment/Engagement per firm industry sector-speaking partner verbatim  

 

Manufacturers and HR 

 

Distributors  


