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Abstract

Manufacturers deem servitization a competitive remedy, facing heightened customer expectations and
competition amidst their digital transformation. Servitization refers to a shift from offering products to
offering digital product-service systems. Although previous research inquired about traditional service
operations, research into the servitization’s digital nature remains nascent and insights addressing the
behavioral changes associated with such transformations are lacking. This paper presents an ongoing
case study at a German car manufacturer, sharing insights into which organizational and individual
factors drive salespeople’s behaviors during servitization based on twelve interviews and eleven
workshops. The analysis suggests that usage clarity is key to mediating behaviors. Organizational factors
driving behaviors include information dissemination, service orientation, and formalization. Individual
factors driving behaviors include technology affinity and involvement. The paper contributes to
understanding salespeople’s behavioral changes during introduction of digital product-service systems.
Recommendations on designing personnel training programs to improve the marketing of digital
product-service systems are derived.

Keywords: Servitization, Product-Service Systems, Digital Transformation, Manufacturing, Sales
Behaviors.

1 Introduction

Manufacturers increasingly deem product-service business necessary. As international competition
intensifies (Barrett et al., 2015; Vandermerwe & Rada, 1988), they view servitization as a key lever to
remain competitive (Barrett et al., 2015; Jacob & Ulaga, 2008). Servitization refers to the shift from a
product-oriented business to a pure service or product-service-oriented business, as part of a service-
dominant-logic (Vargo & Lush, 2004). It enables the bundling of value by integrating tangible and
intangible components and focusing on customer demands (Boehm & Thomas, 2013). Consumers and
businesses seek convenience, flexibility, and no high upfront investments. Barrett et al. (2015) put it as:
“standards of living rise in developed and developing economies” (p. 135) leading to heightened
expectations regarding service quality and delivery. Servitization strengthens customer relationship by
co-creating value with customers. For firms, product-service business promises a constant income
stream in times of complex interorganizational infrastructures and global value chains (Barrett et al.,
2015). This ongoing transition is influenced by the digital transformation (Gebauer et al., 2021; Hagen
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Sales Behaviors During Servitization

et al., 2018; Kohtamaki et al., 2022). For example, products get equipped with sensors to collect data,
which can enhance the service value (Kammler et al., 2019). These systems are referred to as smart
product-service systems (Beverungen et al., 2019; Maglio et al., 2009) and require a broader,
interdisciplinary perspective that incorporates service, engineering, and technology (Larson, 2016).

Existing research on product-service business often focused on the firm-level, examining the
determinants of successful service implementation and operations in incumbent service companies
(Lightfoot et al., 2013). However, servitization and product-service systems represent a complex
phenomenon requiring major changes in all sections of a firm (Golgeci et al., 2022), one being the
changing role of salespeople. Salespeople must operationalize and transport the organizational change
brought about by servitization (Christ-Brendemuhl & Schaarschmidt, 2019). Such change demands
interdisciplinary efforts that recognize the functional boundary-spanning between information
technologies, strategy, personnel and training, and operations and sales (Barrett et al., 2015; Hartline &
Ferrell, 1996; Jacob & Ulaga, 2008). Recent publications, such as Hartmann et al. (2018), partially
acknowledged this by examining the changing role of sales in service ecosystems. They found a shift in
the buyer-seller-relationship from transactional to consultative. Nevertheless, further research on sales’
“connection to various fields” and “the shift to more holistic and systemic views to explain selling and
sales” behaviors is required (Hartmann et al., 2020, p. 225). As a result, we ask: How do organizational
and individual factors influence salespeople’s selling behaviors during the servitization of
manufacturing firms?

Closing this gap adds important insights into how to effectively organize the servitization at the
frontline-worker level. These insights have implications for designing a successful digital
transformation. The research question is addressed by the collection and analysis of twelve interviews
and eleven workshops with employees of a large, globally operating car manufacturer in Germany. A
structural model with organizational and individual factors driving effective sales behaviors is derived
from the qualitative interview results to explore the research question in its real-world setting. This paper
contributes to understanding how organizational structures and individual predispositions influence
behaviors of salespeople. Implications for theory include the suggestion of empirically testable
propositions for subsequent research. Practical implications include actionable insights on how to
facilitate effective salespeople behaviors by developing personnel training. Recommendations for
designing a successful servitization in the realm of digital transformation are derived.

2 Theory

Previous research investigated success factors of traditional service firms as well as the transformation
to a service-oriented firm, identifying both organizational- and individual-level factors. At the
organizational level, factors such as the firm’s service orientation, customer focus, service strategy, and
culture were recognized as essential drivers for service success (Gebauer et al., 2009). Formalization
and clear structures reduce role ambiguities and help employees to perform effective service work (Oliva
et al., 2012; Organ & Greene, 1981). At the individual level, attitudes towards service business,
managerial motivation, and commitment are drivers for service success (Gebauer, Edvardsson, &
Bjurko, 2010), along with personnel competence and training (Gebauer & Friedli, 2005). However,
these are mostly firm-level analyses with a managerial perspective. Research at the individual level is
missing, although it was acknowledged that the digital transformation requires a major redesign of
organizational and behavioral processes (Christ-Brendemiihl & Schaarschmidt, 2019).

Frontline staff attitudes and behaviors are critical for service delivery (Christ-Brendemiihl &
Schaarschmidt, 2019; Hiittel et al., 2019; Karatepe & Karadas, 2016), and technology significantly
influences their work. Specifically sales personnel are impacted by this shift due to their essential role
as an interface to the customer (Hunter & Perreault, 2007). However, previous research did not focus
on how sales behaviors at the individual level are influenced during digital transformation. Instead,
previous research examined sales in the context of servitization primarily at the organizational level (e.g.
Rapp & Baker, 2017). For example, Hartmann et al. (2018) proposed a new theoretical foundation for
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sales, shedding light on sales’ role in a service ecosystem. Bolander et al. (2015) examined the
importance of social networks for sales, while Terho et al. (2015) investigated customer orientation in
terms of sales strategies and their success.

Consumer behaviors surrounding technology were previously researched in information systems (IS)
and psychology; but not applied to salespeople offering digital services. Research indicated that
technology perceptions shape behavioral intentions and actions (Ajzen, 1991; Venkatesh et al., 2003).
Self-efficacy with technologies helps to reduce anxiety and engage with new technologies (Tarafdar et
al., 2011). Employee engagement was shown to positively affect adaptability, performance, and job-
crafting, which may translate to better service delivery (Salanova et al., 2013). Engaged employees are
likelier to perform actions that help customers, coworkers, and the organization (Guidice et al., 2022).
However, it remains unclear if these findings apply to salespeople selling digital services. As a result,
the factors that drive employee behaviors for service business success remain opaque. It is unknown
what drives employee behaviors during servitization (Christ-Brendemihl & Schaarschmidt, 2019).

3 Research Approach

This case study is part of an ongoing larger research project focusing on an automotive manufacturer
headquartered in Germany. The company operates globally and employs more than 150,000 people. The
case subject was chosen, because it represents a classic example of servitization and exhibits
organizational challenges that other leading automotive manufacturers share. The company’s
headquarters decided on a new strategy to transform from product- to product-service-orientation. The
digital mobility services offered include entertainment, smart navigation, self-driving and -parking,
predictive maintenance, automatic scheduling of service appointments, and fleet management for
corporate customers. Customers activate these services in their cars via paid subscriptions. However,
the headquarters struggles to implement its service strategy with salespeople working in independent
dealerships. Instead of selling mobility services, salespeople continue to focus on offering cars. To
understand this absent behavioral change, our case study explores how organizational and individual
factors influence salesperson behaviors during servitization. Following an interpretivist approach, we
collected interview data to develop a theoretical model with empirically testable propositions (Benbasat
etal., 1987).

The interviews were conducted in December 2021 and January 2022, ranged in duration from 25 to 47
minutes (see Table 1), and followed the guidelines of Myers and Newman (2007). Headquarters
suggested the interviewee selection so that it provides diverse perspectives on the salespeople’s
behaviors. In addition, psychological heuristics can cause a discrepancy between the self- and other-
perception (Vazire, 2010). Therefore, we included different perspectives on our research question during
data collection. Product expert and salespeople are both customer-facing roles, and regional sales
managers, analysts, and product managers are internal roles, supporting and managing sales staff (see
Table 1). The interviewing team was limited to two researchers and one person from headquarters to
reduce discomfort and social dissonance for the interviewees. The person from headquarters was
familiar with the interviewees, introduced the researchers, and ensured the confidentiality of disclosures.
The interviews were conducted in English or German, with simultaneous translation when necessary. A
semi-structured interview guideline allowed us to adapt to the interviewees’ cultures and positions. For
sensemaking and interpretation, our interview data was enriched through eleven informal workshops
conducted with staff from company headquarters between January to March 2022.

We recorded, transcribed, and abductively coded the interviews to develop theory by discovering
variables and relationships (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). In the first round of coding, three researchers
looked at the interview data and conducted open coding related to the theoretical themes identified in
section 2, i.e., organizational and individual factors (Kuckartz, 2014; Saldafia, 2016). Consensual coding
was applied in a second coding round (Kuckartz, 2014) until the researchers agreed upon the assigned
themes and selected representative quotes. The results were discussed with headquarters in the
workshops to assess their plausibility and provide an indicator of their quality.
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# Location Position Duration
1 South Africa Regional Sales Manager 34:36
2 Germany Salesperson 25:42
3 South Africa Service Manager 39:02
4 Germany Salesperson 39:58
5 Italy Product Expert 33:31
6 Italy Product Expert 30:41
7 Italy Analyst 46:42
8 Italy Product Manager 44:09
9 Spain Salesperson 36:00
10 Spain Product Expert 47:47
11 Spain Product Manager 40:14
12 Germany Sales Assistant 27:23
Table 1. The collected interview data. Additionally, eleven workshops were conducted.

4 Findings

The analysis yielded various themes surrounding organizational and individual factors (see Figure 1).
Organizational themes revolved around service orientation, information dissemination, and
formalization. Individual themes revolved around usage clarity, technology affinity, and involvement.

Organizational Factors Individual Factors
[Dissemination ] [ SFI'VIC? ] [ Formalization ] [ Involvement ] [ IT Affinity ]
Orientation
I |
. Sales
Figure 1. Proposed research model and theoretical propositions.

4.1 Usage Clarity and Sales Behavior

The interviewees emphasized that the sales employees’ usage clarity is a key factor in selling digital
services: “They are passionate about [it], but [...] they are not well trained” (Italy). Usage clarity is
crucial because it enables sales workers to explain the services and show the service’s benefits to the
customers: “I feel that the general skill level of staff at the dealers are not good enough to talk with
customers about it as | am almost the only at our dealer that deals with this [...]” (South Africa).

We define usage clarity as salespeople knowing how to use the offered digital services (Meuter et al.,
2005). Sales behavior describes the desired behaviors of salespeople according to headquarters.
Salespeople should talk about digital services and proactively advertise them to customers. They should
demonstrate the functionality and advise customers on how to use digital services. Training salespeople
to ensure their clarity on using new digital offerings is an important factor influencing salespeople’s
customer-facing behaviors (Cuevas, 2018). Prior research hypothesized the effects of training on sales
behavior and customer-service interactions focusing on salespeople’s skills in using, for example,
salesforce automation, customer relationship management, and self-service technologies (Ahearne et
al., 2005; Meuter et al., 2005; Mullins & Agnihotri, 2022). Recent research by Mullins and Agnihotri
(2022) showed that selling readiness (the belief in the ability to implement digital selling) relates
significantly to salespeople’s digital selling behavior. We anticipate similar effects for salespeople
offering digital services. All interviewees emphasized that usage clarity was the most important for
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selling digital services, rendering usage clarity key to successful servitization. As a result, we derive the
proposition:

Proposition 1: Usage clarity of the digital service offering will improve salespeople’s selling behaviors.

4.2 Organizational Factors

421 Information Dissemination

All interviewees deem information dissemination crucial for learning about the digital service offerings
to sell them to customers. Against the backdrop of frequent updates of the services, the interviewees
espoused feelings of being overwhelmed with new features: “There is a lot of new change that comes
on the system, and we are not always aware of it” (South Africa). “It is developing so fast, which is not
bad, only we must not lose our employees and customers at that pace ” (Germany). Informal means of
information dissemination (hall talk, peer groups) were preferred over formal means (e-learning), and
frustration with e-learning during COVID-19 was mentioned. Instead, on-site learning was favored
because it allows collaborative learning, transporting shifting cultural values and the service mindset:
“Without a doubt, | prefer face-to-face training sessions. It’s much easier for us to exchange ideas. We
can also touch the product. The feeling is completely different!” (Italy).

Information dissemination has been widely theorized and empirically evidenced to drive firm
performance (Srivastava & Shainesh, 2015). In the literature, it is understood as knowledge sharing
about the offered goods, both laterally and vertically, throughout the organization. Dissemination is
important for implementing an organization’s business strategy (Zeithaml et al., 1988), and aligning
understanding between organizational roles, for example, managers and employees (Rogers et al., 1994;
Zeithaml et al., 1988). Conversely, lacking information dissemination may lead to uncertainty and
ambiguity for salespeople, resulting in lower sales performance (Walker et al., 1977). Hence, providing
enough information resources is helpful to yield effective sales behaviors (Weitz, 1981). Similar to our
results, the literature explains how information can be provided in formal and informal ways (Kohli et
al., 1993). Regarding servitization, we argue that salespeople require information about digital service
offerings. For complex digital services, it becomes even more crucial for salespeople to understand,
explain, and demonstrate the services to achieve high sales performance (cf. Weitz, 1981). Information
dissemination enables salespeople to build this usage clarity. In turn, usage clarity effectively increases
the perceived confidence in service usage which is relevant for selling services. Ultimately, salespeople
need to be able to tell good stories to customers. Therefore, we propose:

Proposition 2: Information dissemination will improve salespeople’s selling behaviors, mediated by
usage clarity of the digital service offering.

4.2.2 Service Orientation

Insufficient identification with the service business results in a reluctant implementation of the service
strategy by sales workers. Dealership managers fail to act as role models and do not exhibit a strong
connection with the service business: “I think, the knowledge surrounding it has not been properly
communicated in a whole of the leadership” (South Africa). Even employees eager to adopt the service
mindset may be hindered by reluctant managers at the dealerships, who only “care about selling cars”
(Spain), leading to employee frustration. Some dealerships have a skewed understanding of
headquarters’ service strategy. This skewed understanding is pronounced for dealerships in developing
countries: “Basically [digital service means] considering the workshop CRM order that we need to use”
(South Africa). These dealerships believe that service orientation is merely about using digital systems
for after-sales and customer relationship management. Instead, headquarters’ vision concerns value-
adding mobility services that generate novel revenue streams and are not just a cost factor.

Service orientation refers to the extent to which managers and employees understand the value of service
business and implement the opportunities it presents for the organization (Oliva et al., 2012). Previous
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research showed that service orientation drives firm performance. Typically, service-oriented firms have
a service strategy and focus on adapting to customer demands (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990; Matsuno et al.,
2000). Servitization is a complex transformation, requiring major changes, including acquiring new
knowledge and adopting a mindset that recognizes the value of service business (Oliva et al., 2012). A
service strategy must be developed to navigate this change and achieve a successful transformation from
top to bottom (Gebauer & Fleisch, 2007). Managers must commit to the service strategy and drive
change for their employees. Employees must learn about the value of digital services offerings (Gebauer
& Fleisch, 2007). Old behavioral processes must be disrupted; for example, instead of selling products,
salespeople should sell product-service systems (Gebauer & Friedli, 2005). Managerial levers for
achieving higher service orientation in the organization can be recruiting, training, or fostering
formalized procedures (Gebauer et al., 2009; Hartline & Ferrell, 1996; Oliva et al., 2012). According to
Gebauer et al. (2010), employee characteristics in a service-oriented firm include convincing customer
interactions, technical and behavioral competencies, and communication skills to show, explain and sell
services. As a result, we propose:

Proposition 3: Service orientation will improve salespeople’s selling behaviors, mediated by usage
clarity of the digital service offering.

4.2.3 Formalization

“We do that for the quotas” (Germany). Headquarters has established rules to encourage sales staff to
meet target key performance indicators (KPIs); for example, a KPI about customers linking their cars
with the firm’s servers to enable updates and communication. Achieving the KPIs is incentivized
through monetary benefits. Dealerships might have their own rules: “It is the default procedure for my
colleagues [for each digitization phase in the process]” (Italy). However, these rules seemingly do not
lead to more effective sales behaviors. Ignoring the procedures often goes unpunished at the interviewed
dealerships. Furthermore, non-sales employees expressed dissatisfaction that they cannot benefit from
the incentives. “That’s where I think it’s a shame that we product experts are not involved in a quota”
(Germany). “Consulting and working out the solution to the problem together with the customer is
currently not remunerated by the manufacturer” (Germany). Hence, formalization can still be improved
with alternative modes of incentivization, offering prospects for driving the desired behaviors.

Organizational formalization is a key factor that has been theorized and validated to impact firm
performance (Bodewes, 2002; Pugh et al., 1968). It is defined as the “degree to which a codified body
of rules, procedures or behavior prescriptions is developed to handle decisions and work processing”
(Pierce & Delbecq, 1977). It concerns codified rules and norms, and the enactment (or compliance)
thereof (Bodewes, 2002). Previous research showed that formalization can reduce role ambiguity and
procedural uncertainty (Hall et al., 1967; Hartline & Ferrell, 1996). In less professionalized jobs,
formalization was shown to increase firm productivity (Organ & Greene, 1981). Instances of codified
rules include clear goals and objectives, defined responsibilities, written work specifications, and
operational procedures. According to Karyotakis and Moustakis (2016), formalization impacts learning,
resource availability (e.g., information and knowledge), and employee empowerment. Formalization
can increase the “knowledge of work” (Vough, 2012) and improve knowledge dissemination through
personnel training (Theodosiou & Katsikea, 2013). As a result, personnel training, then, can yield higher
usage clarity for salespeople regarding the offered digital services. Therefore, we propose:

Proposition 4: Formalization will improve salespeople’s selling behaviors, mediated by usage clarity of
the digital service offering.
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4.3 Individual Factors

4.3.1  Affinity for Technology

Interviewees mentioned that less technology-affine colleagues do not prioritize selling digital services.
They observed that these colleagues face psychological barriers: “Wow, another system | have to deal
with” (Germany). Some interviewees painted a stereotypical picture of an older and change-resistant
colleague with low affinity for technology. Such colleagues do not care about digital services and
dismiss them as gimmicks or add-ons rather than value-adding primary offers. They just want to sell
cars. Others described differences in affinity for engaging with technology, comparing it to a “school
with children. [...] It’s not easy for some, not for all, but for some of them, it is not easy ” (Spain).

Regardless of the normative advantage of the technology, its subjective perception influences the
successful integration of digital services into a manufacturing firm’s product portfolio (Speier &
Venkatesh, 2002). Therefore, to examine the challenges in servitization, salespeople’s individual
characteristics must be taken into account. The interviews showed that the usage clarity of digital service
offerings among sales employees is primarily related to their general affinity for technology, that is,
whether they tend to actively approach or avoid interactions with novel technical systems (Franke et al.,
2019). Technology-affine salespeople can build on resources derived from their willingness to use
technology in their personal lives (Lam et al., 2008). Based on this advantage, we derive the proposition:

Proposition 5: Affinity for technology will improve salespeople’s selling behaviors, mediated by usage
clarity of the digital service offering.

4.3.2 Involvement

Not only did general affinity for technology emerge as a key factor for salespeople’s usage clarity, but
also a deeper involvement with the specific digital services offered played a crucial role. “At some point,
[digital service] will become second nature, and at some point, it will become part of the whole”
(Germany). A shift in organizational culture is required: “It is a great honor for me to be part of this
change, even if it is not always easy ” (Italy). Yet, there is a risk that salespeople with little involvement
with the new digital services will hurt this change, for example, by expressing their negative attitude
towards the digital service offerings towards customers: “It always depends on the person. If you don’t
approach things positively, but rather negatively, you will also pass this on to your customers”
(Germany).

This consumer-facing behavior is an important factor in customer’ perceptions of service quality (Franke
et al., 2019). Salespeople’s involvement plays an essential role during servitization. Involvement is
defined as a person’s perceived relevance of a technology based on inherent needs, values, and interests
(Zaichkowsky, 1985). The interviews indicated that affective and cognitive engagement with the
technology influenced whether salespeople took the extra effort to engage with and learn about the new
technology. Technology involvement (Tarafdar et al., 2015), attitude toward technology (Christ-
Brendemiihl & Schaarschmidt, 2020; Jones et al., 2002), and dedication (Guidice et al., 2022) have
already been identified as key factors influencing the salespeople’s usage clarity of the digital service
offering. Based on this, we derive the proposition:

Proposition 6: Involvement with service offering will improve salespeople’s selling behaviors, mediated
by usage clarity of the digital service offering.

5 Discussion, Limitations, and Outlook

Through a case study at a German car manufacturer, we identified and outlined how organizational and
individual factors drive behaviors among sales workers. Salespeople are responsible for implementing
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servitization, making their behaviors crucial for offering digital services (Christ-Brendemihl &
Schaarschmidt, 2019; Hiittel et al., 2019; Karatepe & Karadas, 2016). While previous research focused
on firm-level success in traditional service business involving incumbent firms, we investigate the
servitization of manufacturers and digital services (cf. Christ-Brendemiihl & Schaarschmidt, 2020;
Subramony et al., 2017). Following a call by Hartmann et al. (2020), we contribute insights at the
individual-level into how involvement and technology affinity can steer dedicated sales behaviors.
Involvement and technology affinity both describe individual predispositions with technology that can
yield higher engagement and usage clarity with novel digital services. In the context of product-service
systems, the significance of the digital service component is increasingly recognized. Sales employees
must acquire technological expertise and, ideally, identify with the digital services. Consequently, we
derive a clear objective for in-company training in the sales area. These two individual-level factors
extend existing information systems research that examined how the perceptions of technology and self-
efficacy with technology influence behavioral intentions and, subsequently, actions (Tarafdar et al.,
2011; Venkatesh et al., 2003). Additionally, the proposed factors relate to engagement which was shown
to improve service delivery (Guidice et al., 2022).

Existing research at the firm-level deemed service and market orientation important for a firm’s success,
along with service strategy and culture (Gebauer et al., 2009). Terho et al. (2015) found that a firm’s
sales strategy directly and indirectly influences salespeople’s performance, emphasizing the role of
transparent communication. Extending their results, this paper elucidates how formalization, service
orientation, and information dissemination drive workers’ behaviors. Furthermore, we find that usage
clarity is an important mediator. All employees stated that usage clarity was the most critical factor
driving their (and others”) behaviors. The absence of usage clarity results in uncertainty and ambiguity
regarding the use and explanation of digital services. Consequently, sales staff may avoid selling or
discussing digital services to avoid anxiety or embarrassment for failing to demonstrate and explain the
service functionality adequately. Usage clarity is vital for staff and presupposes them to enact effective
selling behaviors. Companies can leverage these insights through training sessions that thoroughly
explain digital services. However, it is equally important to convey the feeling and the benefits that
digital services offer, rather than to focus solely on how the services operate. This aligns with findings
from Terho et al. (2012), who showed that communicating customer value is a critical aspect of the sales
process. In another study, Hartmann et al. (2018) demonstrate that salespeople play a crucial role in
facilitating information exchange between actors. For this exchange to be effective, salespeople must
possess a comprehensive understanding of the product or service. Digital product-service systems
exhibit a faster rate of change compared to traditional products such as cars, making this understanding
particularly important. Special attention should be given to older employees, who often lack
understanding in contrast to younger employees who grew up with digital product-service systems.

In the era of servitization, effective sales staff is required for successfully designing the digital
transformation. The theoretical insights can be operationalized in practice as guidelines and policies.
Fostering involvement and teaching technology is crucial for effective sales staff. Personnel training and
education are essential for achieving successful servitization (cf. Gebauer & Friedli, 2005) and shaping
an effective transition from product-oriented to product-service-oriented manufacturing. Servitization is
critical for manufacturers to remain competitive, and salespeople’s behaviors have an important impact
on this transformation, directly influencing overall firm revenue and performance.

As in all research endeavors, our study has some limitations. We only have a small sample of interviews.
However, the insights from workshops with headquarters confirmed the general sentiments of the
interviewees. We acknowledge that abductive coding is subjective, but multiple researchers were
involved and reached a consensus upon the coding. The proposed research model is agnostic to the
specific service functionality and quality, which are also relevant for successful service delivery (cf.
Kang et al., 2020). The proposed relationships have not yet been quantitively supported. This short paper
is part of an ongoing research project. Moving forward, we plan to design a survey and quantify the
strengths of the proposed relationships from this paper using structural equation modeling.
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