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Abstract 

A new sales approach called social selling is gaining momentum in Business-to-Business 
(B2B) practice. Instead of one-to-one interactions (e.g., physical visits), nowadays, 
salespeople reach out to their (potential) B2B customers in one-to-many social media 
interactions. Salespeople regularly employ their private social media accounts (e.g., 
LinkedIn) to gather information about and to interact with their (potential) buyers. So 
far, research offers only a limited, one-sided and static view of this new sales 
phenomenon. Relying on a qualitative study with 40 managers from sales, social media, 
and the C-suite, the current paper adopts a cross-functional and procedural view to more 
holistically investigate the concept of social selling and its institutionalization in B2B 
companies. Our data distills a five-stage process and provides insights on core topics, 
activities, company prerequisites, and potential pitfalls for each stage of the 
institutionalization process. These findings may help managers to more effectively 
institutionalize social selling in B2B companies. 

Keywords:  Social Selling, Business-to-Business, B2B, Social media, Grounded Theory 
 

Introduction  

A major change in B2B buying behavior has forced most B2B companies to transform the way they interact 
with (potential) B2B customers. Anecdotal evidence indicates that nowadays 80% of the buying activities 
start online (Agnihotri 2020) and that the internet and social media platforms have become a prime source 
of information for B2B buyers (Minsky and Quesenberry 2016). In reaction to this trend, B2B companies 
have started to transform themselves to become more “social” (Aral, Dellarocas, and Godes 2013; 
Kärkkäinen, Jussila, and Janhonen 2011). Nowadays, a great majority has installed a marketing person or 
a social media team responsible for a corporate account on social media platforms such as LinkedIn, 
Twitter, Facebook and YouTube (Dwivedi et al. 2021). At the same time, instead of having just one-to-one 
interactions (e.g., physical visit), salespeople have felt the need to themselves reach out to their (potential) 
B2B customers through one-to-many interactions with authentic, insightful content about their business or 
industry. As this was originally a major function solely performed by the marketing department or the social 
media marketing team, a new sales approach called social selling is now gaining momentum in practice 
(e.g., Schmitt, Casenave, and Pallud 2021). Specifically, B2B salespersons systematically employ their 
private social media accounts to gather information on and to interact with their (potential) B2B buyers. 
Doing so lowers the burden for a first direct customer contact in the physical world and intensifies already 
established customer relationships. Social selling typically involves several parties as salespeople often rely 
on content provided by the social media team (Minsky and Quesenberry 2016).  
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In recent years, scholars have considered social selling as a promising sales approach in B2B sales 
(Agnihotri 2020). But in practice, the approach has not yet lived up to this claim, nor has it been widely 
institutionalized in B2B companies (Bill, Feurer, and Klarmann 2020). At least three reasons may account 
for this underutilization. First, while individual salespeople implement social selling, it requires the 
involvement of multiple functional departments, which may cause problems of coordination, power, and 
allocation of duties. Second, many B2B firms have previously prohibited social selling in fear of lacking 
legitimacy and control of salespeople’s publishing about firm-related content using their private social 
media accounts causing salespeople nowadays to use social selling only carefully, if at all. Third, since one 
cannot expect a direct and immediate sales improvement, a metric that B2B salespeople are typically 
compensated for, many salespeople will not invest much of their working time into social selling (Moncrief, 
Marshall, and Rudd 2015; Nestler et al. 2022).  

From an academic point of view, research on social media from the information systems (IS) domain covers 
a great variety of areas (Kapoor et al. 2018). Yet, to the best of our knowledge, only the systematic literature 
review by Dwivedi et al. (2021) alludes to the notion of social selling. Nestler et al. (2022, p. 1) touch upon 
a related phenomenon, corporate influencer activities, which refer to any “employed individuals’ actively 
shar[ing] content in line with their professional background”. It is thus in contrast to social selling, which 
focuses on regular social interactions between solely B2B salespeople and their (potential) customers. 
Furthermore, quite often, corporate influencers share content for firm-internal purposes, which is not of 
interest to (potential) customers. In a similar vein, IS scholars seem to focus on investigating the adoption 
of enterprise social media (ESM; e.g., Leonardi, Huysman, and Steinfield 2013)—a research field also 
related to ours but which differs in the actor group and the resulting kind of communication (firm-internal: 
ESM vs. firm-external: social selling). However, this literature stream provides valuable theoretical 
foundations such as affordance (actualization) theory (e.g., Oostervink, Agterberg, and Huysman 2016; 
Veeravalli and Vijayalakshmi 2019). Initial studies from the marketing and sales domain, in contrast, 
started to explore the phenomenon, the antecedents to and consequences of social selling (for more details, 
see section 2). Although, these studies provide valuable starting points, they fall short of adopting a cross-
functional and procedural view (Dwivedi et al. 2021) resulting in an incomprehensive coverage of why 
companies struggle to fully institutionalize social selling. 

Motivated by these observations, the overall objective of this study is to investigate the concept of social 
selling and its effective institutionalization that generalize across B2B companies. We adopt DeLone and 
McLean (1992)’s view on effectiveness as comprising a continual, contingent process and not a static 
outcome, which also includes the investigation of dependency relationships among elements of the 
organizational process. In doing so, we aim to bridge key stakeholders’ perspectives which are most directly 
involved with social selling in a typical B2B company—that is salespeople, social media managers, and top 
managers—into a holistic understanding of social selling. Accordingly, we raise three research questions: 

RQ 1: How do sales, social media marketing, and the C-level conceive social selling? 

RQ 2: How do B2B companies effectively institutionalize social selling?  

RQ 3: Do members of the sales and social media marketing department as well as the C-level differ in their 
views on social selling, and if so, how does this impact its institutionalization in B2B companies? 

To appropriately address these research questions, we followed the recommendation by Cartwright et al. 
(2021) and applied an exploratory, grounded theory procedure to derive field-based insights. Specifically, 
we conducted 40 in-depth qualitative interviews with three different stakeholders—sales, social media 
marketing, C-level—engaged in social selling. We relied on the principles of grounded theory to analyze the 
data. In short, we contribute initial empirical findings to an important but still largely neglected research 
area in that our analysis reveals that the stakeholders involved in institutionalizing social selling in B2B 
companies agree on the general activity, actor, and target group of social selling, but differ in the main 
objectives that they consider important in or pursue with social selling. Furthermore, contributing to 
Venkatesh et al. (2016)’s call to overcome a static view, our analysis discloses a multi-stage process for 
institutionalizing social selling and presents core topics, main activities, corporate prerequisites, and 
potential pitfalls for each of the identified stages. 

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: We first provide a short literature review on social 
media usage and social selling by B2B companies and/or B2B salespeople, emphasizing key gaps in the 
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literature. We then present our research procedure before disclosing the results of our interview analysis to 
answer RQ 1 – RQ 3. We conclude with a discussion and some future research directions. 

Short Literature Review 

Despite its potential prominence in business practice, scientific research on social selling is still sparse. To 
review relevant articles, we first identified three research streams featuring a stronger focus on the 
phenomenon under investigation in descending order. In short, the relatively few articles on (1) social 
media with a B2B focus primarily adopt a corporate perspective. Among those articles with a B2B focus, (2) 
only a subset addresses the social media usage by our relevant actor group—the salesforce—, with (3) even 
less studies explicitly referring to social selling as a sales approach conducted at the level of the individual 
salesperson (Cartwright et al. 2021; Dwivedi et al. 2021). We elaborate on each of these streams shortly. 

First, recent literature reviews and bibliometric analyses on social media in B2B companies provide a good 
summary of insights into the adoption and usage of social media in general in B2B companies including 
their antecedents and consequences. Overall, this literature stream demonstrates the general importance 
of social media for B2B companies for purposes of branding, accessing global resources, and building 
relationships at a corporate level (Cartwright et al. 2021; Dwivedi et al. 2021; Tiwary et al. 2021).  

Second, research explicitly focusing on the use of social media by B2B salespeople has so far investigated 
the adoption or diffusion and/or the impact of this sales approach. For example, an empirical study shows 
that peer social media usage increases the positive relationship between salesperson social media usage and 
proactive servicing (Bill, Feurer, and Klarmann 2020). This literature stream clearly demonstrates the 
positive impact of social media usage by B2B salespeople on performance (e.g., Agnihotri 2020). Due to the 
lack of a well-established definition of social selling, the lines between research streams (2) and (3) are 
blurring.  

Third, among others, studies that indicate social selling in their title, abstract, or keywords refer to its initial 
conceptualization (Ancillai et al. 2019; Agnihotri et al. 2012) and operationalization (Terho et al. 2022). 
They also identify important antecedents to social selling (e.g., organizational support) and its outcomes 
(e.g., brand performance; Ancillai et al. 2019; Terho et al. 2022). Importantly, to the best of our knowledge, 
only one study (Schmitt, Casanave, and Pallud 2021) investigates the institutionalization of social selling 
activities by adopting a salesperson-centric, static approach. While this study provides valuable insights, it 
falls short to examine the cross-functional, procedural nature of the phenomenon. 

In conclusion, while this literature provides valuable first insights into social selling, research is limited in 
at least two respects. First, despite the obvious cross-functional nature of social selling, comprising at least 
social media marketing and sales, prior studies have solely investigated the topic from a sales point of view. 
However, we consider a cross-functional approach crucial to capturing the holistic nature of social selling. 
Likewise, as prior research has found that managers more strongly engage in social selling than their 
salespeople (Moore, Raymond, and Hopkins 2015), these findings emphasize the need to consider social 
selling also across firm-internal hierarchies. Second, studies adopted a static view on institutionalizing 
social selling in B2B companies (Schmitt, Casanave, and Pallud 2021), even though such an endeavor 
obviously necessitates a process view to capture the path-dependencies between activities and to identify 
their relative importance in the institutionalization process. Until now, prior literature has largely neglected 
to do so. As we illustrate next, we aim to overcome these shortcomings with our research procedure. 

Research Procedure 

To answer our research questions, we applied a discovery-oriented, grounded theory procedure that 
involved the collection and analysis of field data to develop a theory “grounded” in these data (Strauss and 
Corbin 1998). As mentioned before, research on social selling is still in its infancy. For studying phenomena 
that are not well understood, scholars recommend exploratory research that relies on field data collection, 
e.g., in the form of interviews. Grounded theory is one of the most established procedures for doing so, also 
in IS research (Wiesche et al. 2017). Furthermore, grounded theory aims to capture and reduce the 
complexity of a concept that is socially constructed in the organizational reality of participants.  

Therefore, we approached three distinct groups who are directly involved with social selling in a typical B2B 
organization to derive a holistic understanding of the concept: salespeople, social media managers, and C-
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level managers. Reflecting their potentially diverging perspectives, we developed three interview guidelines 
covering (1) the definition of social selling (RQ 1; e.g., “Please describe in our own words what social selling 
refers to”), while (2) exhibiting diverging foci depending on the experience and insights of the respective 
interview group (RQ 3). Specifically, we asked salespeople for concrete examples of their own social selling 
activities as well as their perception of current support systems and requests to better implement social 
selling in their working lives (RQ2, RQ3; e.g., “Please tell me about your own social selling activities, which 
were successful and which were not? Why?”, “What kind (of additional) support from your company do you 
desire?”). In contrast, social media managers commented on major changes caused by social selling and 
provided insights into as well as examples of first activities for institutionalizing social selling in the 
company (RQ2, RQ3; e.g., “Please tell me about activities to institutionalize social selling in your company; 
which turned out to be (un-)successful and why?”). Finally, the interviews with C-level managers focused 
on the general relevance of social selling for the company and their expectations regarding potential benefits 
and firm implications (RQ2, RQ3; e.g., “(Why) do you consider social selling important for your company, 
now and in the future?”). 

For data collection, we relied on a theoretical sampling scheme to interview personal business contacts of 
one of the study’s authors and a snowball sampling approach, which are well-accepted in qualitative 
research (Birks et al. 2013). Overall, we ran a total of 40 interviews with respondents (female: 35 %) from 
sales (38 %), social media marketing (38 %), and C-level (24 %) until we reached theoretical saturation, 
that is no new insights emerged from the field data. The sample represents 24 companies belonging to 13 
different B2B industries (33 % wholesale trade, 15 % manufacturer of machinery and equipment, 13 % 
manufacturer of electrical equipment, 10 % employment activities, 8 % consultancy, 5 % advertising & 
market research, 16% others). All interviews were video- or audiotaped with an average duration of 48 
minutes (minimum: 30 minutes; maximum: 90 minutes) and transcribed verbatim, resulting in a total of 
544 pages of interview transcripts. In line with the principles of grounded theory, we then applied open, 
axial, and selective coding using the software MAXQDA to analyze our data. Following this inductive 
procedure, we first analyzed the data line-by-line to identify relevant in-vivo codes based on the actual 
language participants used and then grouped those related in meaning into concepts. During the second, 
axial coding stage, we searched for relationships among these concepts and, as a result, reassembled them 
into social selling dimensions. In contrast with the descriptive codes, the social selling dimensions were 
theoretically abstract and developed by the researcher. Finally, during the third, selective coding stage, we 
further regrouped those dimensions by distilling core categories of social selling (Strauss and Corbin 1998). 

Grounded Theory Framework for Institutionalizing Social Selling 

Towards a More Cross-Functional Understanding of the Social Selling Concept 

To develop a generalizable, industry-spanning framework of social selling, it is crucial to first agree on a 
common, cross-functional understanding of this concept (RQ1). We asked interview partners to describe 
the term social selling in their own words. Across all interview groups, respondents agreed upon the general 
activity, actor, and target group of social selling. Specifically, they acknowledged that social selling is a 
voluntary activity conducted by salespeople using their private social media accounts, primarily on 
LinkedIn—the number one business social media network (Nestler et al. 2022). The target groups of these 
activities are current and potential customers and business partners, even though the social media network 
of the salesperson may obviously include people outside the target groups, such as current or former 
colleagues. For our respondents, social selling implies regularly interacting with the social network and 
includes posting one’s own or reposting content provided by the social media team. Typically, the content 
includes company news, products, and application insights that showcase the salesperson’s expertise in the 
focal area. Naturally, as social selling is operated on private and not corporate accounts, the content often 
expresses personal opinions and may refer to personal experiences which are somehow related to the 
business life (e.g., societal issues like the pandemic, climate change and their impact on the business). As 
discussed later, posting such content may provoke challenges from a business side and potentially hinders 
salespeople from integrating social selling into their workday and thus from fully leveraging its potential. 

Importantly, our study discloses that, in general, respondents across interview groups acknowledge and 
share the same objectives for social selling, but largely differ in their views on their respective importance. 
Specifically, the consulted salespeople consider social selling to be the very first part of the sales funnel in 
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terms of lead identification that supports them in digitally influencing the procurement process and raising 
demand among B2B buyers through product placement. In their view, being connected via social media 
platforms greatly lowers the burden of getting in touch personally or over the phone later on. This is because 
social selling supports them in attaining an expert status and ultimately establishing their own personal 
brand within their social community. They aim to do so by publishing content that they consider relevant 
for their target group(s). An interviewed salesperson nicely summarized these objectives: “I would say it's 
[social selling] the sum of all the activities to generate new leads and to showcase your personality.”  

Social media managers, who typically provide the general framework for social selling but also concrete 
content to salespeople, in turn, seek to increase awareness and visibility of the corporate brand. They do so 
by spreading company news within the salespeople’s social media communities and thus leveraging the 
opportunity to give a salesperson’s face to the company instead of solely relying on anonymous corporate 
accounts: “These are the real people, these are the real colleagues [from sales]. The image looks a bit 
imperfect, but thus the more so real. (…) Because that is the image that we want to convey to the outside 
world and that also implies selling our company.” Thus, from the interviewed social media managers’ 
perspective, social selling is primarily a communication tool.  

Finally, we found that C-level managers associate social selling with a general opportunity to establish and 
maintain relationships with customers and business partners via social media platforms. In the words of a 
C-level manager: “It's an extremely valuable networking opportunity (…) using existing relevant social 
networks to reach out to potential business partners.” In their view, social selling is a digital networking 
tool that allows direct contact with the customers, through which salespeople can express their seriousness 
about and care for the customer relationship to ultimately attain deep customer knowledge.  

To sum up, social selling refers to B2B salespeople’s regular digital interactions with (new) customers and 
business partners on social media platforms with diverging key objectives across sales, social media 
marketing, and the C-level. When referring to key objectives of social selling, salespeople naturally focused 
on sales-related and salespeople-centered objectives. In contrast, social media managers adopted a 
corporate perspective and referred to communication aspects, whereas C-level managers primarily 
addressed networking and customer relationship management opportunities. According to affordance 
theory, it is important to understand these diverging objectives for an effective institutionalization of social 
selling. This is because "affordances arise from the mutuality of actor intentions and technological [i.e., 
here: social media] capabilities that provide the potential for a particular action, [causing] different actors 
[to] see different action possibilities” (Oostervink, Agterberg, and Huysman 2016, p. 157). 

Multi-Stage Process to Effectively Institutionalize Social Selling in B2B Companies 

In answering RQ 2, our interview analysis reveals seven core categories for effectively institutionalizing 
social selling in B2B companies. Those core categories are ‘design pilot project’, ‘establish alliance of the 
willing’, ‘training and support’, ‘top management commitment’, ‘content support’, ‘software support’, ‘attain 
expert status’. We noticed that one of our interview groups, typically, emphasized some of these core 
categories more strongly than others (RQ 3), e.g., software support or attaining expert status (emphasized 
by salespeople) or management commitment (emphasized by social media marketing). Our analysis also 
discloses a five-stage process for how to effectively institutionalize social selling in B2B companies (see 
Figure 1). Those five stages refer to: (1) Design Social Selling Pilot Project, (2) Establish an “Alliance of the 
Willing“, (3) Enable Employees, (4) Expand the Social Selling Pilot Group, (5) Company-wide Rollout. Since 
our interview partners had not attained stage 5 at the time of the interviews, our findings cover only stages 
one to four of the process. Please note that some of the aforementioned core categories are only relevant in 
one specific stage (e.g., ‘establish alliance of the willing’ in stage 2), the others are discussed in the stage in 
which participants agreed that they were particularly relevant for moving forward in institutionalizing 
social selling (e.g., top management commitment in stage 1). We now discuss our findings for each stage in 
more detail highlighting core topics, main activities, potential pitfalls, and company prerequisites necessary 
to transition to the subsequent stage. Figure 1 provides a summary of our insights. 

Our data show that stage 1, ‘Design Social Selling Pilot Project’, kicks off the institutionalization process. 
This very first stage often represents a paradigm shift for the participating companies in at least two 
respects. First, LinkedIn—originally a target channel of the corporate account under the sole responsibility 
of the social media marketing department—now becomes a potentially crucial sales channel, which implies 
that the lines between (social media) marketing and sales are blurring and both departments are supposed 
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to work together to enable each other to effectively institutionalize social selling—a matter of potential 
concern. In this, clarifying responsibilities among the parties involved constitutes a key prerequisite to 
transition to the next stage. Second, in most companies, corporate policies so far explicitly enjoined 
salespeople from posting content about their business life on their private LinkedIn accounts. A change in 
these policies needs to be accompanied by a radical rethinking first and foremost among salespeople, who 
typically do not have any active experience in posting content about their employer and interacting with 
(potential) customers and stakeholders on LinkedIn. Commenting on this experience, one interview partner 
said: “The introduction of social selling is often associated with an enormous change process. And if you 
want to make a change process work, then you have to work on the mindset and, above all, you have to 
change the behavior of your employees and, in some cases, the corporate culture in the long term.” 
Accordingly, the main tasks in this stage imperative to transitioning to the next institutionalization stage 
include the design and set-up of a pilot project by developing a cross-functional pilot project committee; 
gaining a common understanding of social selling; and informing all relevant company-internal, cross-
functional stakeholders (e.g., communication & branding, sales, etc.) about the endeavor. Also, as one 
interview partners stressed, the “[t]op management truly needs to drive the project forward.” This 
commitment is a crucial company prerequisite because without it or when top managers lack an 
understanding of the importance of social media the pilot project may end before it has even begun. 

The second stage is devoted to ‘Establishing an “Alliance of the Willing”’. Core topics of this stage are calling 
for and establishing such an alliance and providing “quick and dirty” solutions for salespeople to get started 
in social selling activities. To identify such an alliance, interview partners relied on one of two alternative 
approaches. On the one hand, they directly approached salespeople whom the pilot project committee 
considered appropriate because of, for example, their high social media affinity and active LinkedIn profile. 
On the other hand, some companies set up a competition or application procedure to identify salespeople 
interested in participating in the pilot project. Against this background, interview partners stated that 
attaining a critical amount of highly intrinsically motivated salespeople with an active LinkedIn account is 
a key prerequisite to transition to stage 3. As one interview partner recalled: “And with us, it's like they just 
said okay, who wants to be an ambassador for the company, talk a little bit about their issues of the day, 
try to reach people.” To enable those salespeople to get started in the short run, the project committee, 
mostly made up of social media managers, helped to set up and/or enhance the salespeople’s profiles and 
promoted social sellers as role models within the company. Potential pitfalls in this stage are a bad cost-
benefit ratio in terms of meetings that do not offer sufficient guidance and are considered a waste of time 
by participating salespeople. Most often, interview partners mentioned this challenge when they felt that 
the contact person—typically from social media marketing—was largely unfamiliar with sales topics. 

Stage 3 focuses on ‘Enabling Employees’, with core topics centering around which training and support is 
necessary for salespeople to attain an expert status in LinkedIn and how to ensure persistent motivation 
among the members of the pilot project. In this regard, main activities include training targeted at specific 
groups (i.e., new and existing employees, senior and C-level managers) to enable them to be role models in 
their function. Furthermore, our interview partners emphasized the importance to right away provide 
guidelines, toolboxes, and social media material (e.g., background photo, corporate design guidelines, 
icons, …) to assist profile set-up and content creation and to derive a consistent layout and style across 
employees’ accounts. While this step was considered crucial for the progress of the project, it also created 
some problems with highly intrinsically motivated pilot project members, who had been more or less free 
in how to use LinkedIn in stage 2 and were now asked to comply with corporate guidelines and surveilled 
by the social media marketing team, which partly curbed their motivation for social selling. Therefore, 
keeping the motivation of the participants high constitutes another important activity for transitioning to 
the next stage. One interview partner suggested the following approach: “(….) a certain degree of 
competitiveness between participants works very well as incentive for social selling. In our units, for 
example, creating a KPI [key performance index] dashboard is a great motivational tool.” Finally, since 
some project members complained about lacking ideas for topics, the social media marketing team in this 
stage enabled them by offering diverse content and software support to equip salespeople with and 
distribute content, allowing companies to transition to stage 4. Whereas salespeople strongly emphasized 
this need for support from social media marketing, providing content and software was at the same time an 
area of concern since salespeople often considered the content to be rather useless, as some quotes from 
salespeople illustrate: “Ultimately, experts from marketing are simply not close enough to the customer.”, 
“From my experience: Nobody wants to see this content [provided by the social media team].”, “Indeed, I 
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do not use the content any more. It is boring.” To sum up, transitioning to the subsequent stage requires 
sufficient resources for both expedient training and support as well as sales knowledge to keep pilot project 
members enthusiastic and enable them to better engage in social selling. 

 

The last stage covered in our interviews, stage 4, focuses on ‘Expanding the Social Selling Pilot Group’. As 
such, a natural core topic refers to measuring and determining the success of the pilot project and then 
deciding on its continuance or discontinuance. An interview partner responsible for institutionalizing social 
selling within his company explained: “The majority [in our group] has discovered social selling, accepts 
it as an everyday tool in the sales processes and accordingly the investment in social selling has definitely 
paid off.” A next logical step originating from a positive assessment is to acquire new participants and 
expand the social selling pilot group. To do so effectively, interview partners suggested offering both 
regular, interactive update sessions and standardized newsletters on LinkedIn trends, best practices, etc., 
which was typically provided by social media managers. Organizing meetings with members of the pilot 
project and offering a helpline for LinkedIn activities, including content creation, are also crucial. One 
interview partner elaborated on these activities: “Another important aspect for successfully 
institutionaliz[ing] social selling is communication. It's very important to communicate why it's [social 
selling] important and that salespeople are literally expected to implement social selling in their everyday 
working life. This implies that social selling is not an optional story, but that it is crucial for the future of 
sales.” In conclusion, having sufficient resources for communicating with employees about social selling in 
the long run constitutes a key company prerequisite. In contrast, offering only one information session or 
no support for content creation and lacking cross-functional coordination are key pitfalls that threaten the 
success of stage 4. 

Discussion and Implications  

Our short literature review and interview analysis reveal that social selling is an important research topic 
with key implications for both salespeople and firm performance. Our study aimed to overcome two major 
shortcomings identified in prior literature. Adopting a cross-functional (i.e., sales and social media 
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marketing) and cross-hierarchical (i.e., salespeople and C-level managers) approach by conducting a 
qualitative study with three key stakeholders involved in social selling allowed us to generate a more holistic 
view on the nature of social selling.  

Importantly, our interview analysis disclosed that interview groups largely differed in key objectives of 
social selling. As such, we recommend future research to integrate those diverging views into their 
conceptualization and quantitative-empirical investigations of social selling. Since “different actors may see 
different action possibilities”, which causes actors to take goal-directed actions when using social media to 
achieve desired outcomes, is a key idea of the affordances perspective (Oostervink, Agterberg, and Huysman 
2016, p. 157; Stricher et al. 2023), we consider this theoretical foundation as a fruitful research avenue to 
advance social selling research from a theoretical point of view.  

To the best of our knowledge, we are the first to adopt a procedural view of institutionalizing social selling 
in B2B companies. Our data distills a five-stage process on how to do so, which accounts for the diverse 
perspectives of key stakeholders. Importantly, our institutionalization process reveals core topics, activities, 
company prerequisites and potential pitfalls for each stage. Future research may want to run interviews 
that cover the so far neglected fifth stage of the institutionalization process and include additional 
departmental views such as from IT managers and/or digital transformation officers. Also, while Figure 1 
seems to suggest a linear process, there certainly exist dynamics within and between the stages, which 
future studies should explore in more detail. 

Our interview analysis also reveals points in the institutionalization process, at which cross-functional 
communication and coordination are the key to an effective institutionalization of social selling. For 
example, a high level of top management commitment and C-level managers themselves actively engaging 
in social selling from the very beginning constitute key prerequisites in stage 1 of the process. Furthermore, 
as discussed in stage 3, content and software support are a major area of discussion between salespeople 
and social media managers. These potential areas of debate underline our first finding of diverging 
objectives of social selling between sales and social media marketing and the hereof resulting allowance 
actualization. Accordingly, a close cooperation between both parties is necessary to prevent social media 
managers’ from offering content that salespeople consider uninteresting or even provokes them to stop 
engaging in social selling. Instead, closely discussing upcoming campaigns (e.g., new product launches), 
technological trends (e.g., artificial intelligence), etc. between social media marketing managers and 
salespeople may help both parties to improve the effectiveness of the content support to ultimately foster 
social selling.  

Overall, these findings align well with Oostervink, Agterberg, and Huysman’s (2016, p. 157) extension of 
affordances theory with an institutional logics perspective that “reveal[s] certain “rules of a particular 
game,” such as socially agreed-upon goals, values, and prescriptions”. These logics may refer to the 
profession (in our study represented by sales, social media marketing) and the corporation (in our study 
represented by the C-level). Since these logics appear simultaneously, with each providing specific 
guidelines on how to act in particular situations, institutional complexity may arise. Which, in turn, may 
cause ambiguity among the parties involved in social selling as to which guidelines (i.e., profession vs. 
corporation) they should adhere to. As Oostervink and colleagues (2016) note, coping with institutional 
complexity by itself is part of everyday working life; it is, however, further emphasized due to the openness 
of social media networks. The main activities and company prerequisites presented for each stage of the 
institutionalization process may help to overcome those ambiguities. In conclusion, the process we 
identified highlights the transformational character of institutionalizing social selling in B2B firms, which 
requires a major change in the behavior of all parties involved for success in the long run. 
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