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Digitalization has changed the consumer buying behaviour and this same change has been seen 

to reflect to business-to-business (B2B) buying as well. Customer journeys and experiences 

have been mainly studied in business-to-consumer (B2C) environment, leaving a significant 

research gap to B2B environment, which this research aims to contribute to. 

 

This qualitative multiple case study was conducted by interviewing nine B2B buyers from three 

different industry segments. The aim was to create a realistic customer journey out of every 

step during the purchasing process, which includes all the touchpoints, channels and factors 

that are influencing the creation of customer experience and value experienced by the buyer. 

The results offer a valuable tool for marketers indicating where the digital marketing resources 

should be targeted in order to increase business, attract new leads as well as increasing customer 

loyalty. The study was commissioned by a Finnish company operating in textile and fashion 

industry and the data is analysed by utilizing thematic and qualitative content analysis. 

 

The findings indicate that B2B buying is moving strongly to digital channels and the focus with 

touchpoints is at the early stages of the journey. The slow-moving consumer goods (SMCG) 

buyers follow the five-stage journey which includes recognizing the need, information 

gathering, evaluation and negotiation, purchasing and using and finally re-purchase and 

loyalty. The journey is influenced by the type of need, purchase type and significance, purchase 

destination and aftersales. The most used channels were found to be search engines, email and 

newsletters, websites and B2B ecommerce’s as well as social media. Winning firms are the 

ones who can offer an easy, smooth and painless digital customer journey and experience as 

well as relevant, personalized content in a timely manner. 
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Digitalisaatio on muuttanut kuluttajien ostokäyttäytymistä ja tämä sama muutos on nähty 

heijastuvan myös yritysostamiseen (B2B). Asiakaspolkuja ja kokemuksia on tutkittu 

aikaisemmin enimmäkseen kuluttajanäkökulmasta, jättäen merkittävän tutkimusaukon B2B 

puolen ympäristöön, jota tämä tutkimus pyrkii paikkaamaan. 

 

Tässä kvalitatiivisessa monitapaustutkielmassa haastateltiin yhdeksää B2B ostajaa kolmelta eri 

toimialalta. Tavoitteena oli luoda ostoprosessin jokaisesta vaiheesta realistinen asiakaspolku, 

joka sisältää kaikki ne kosketuspisteet, kanavat sekä tekijät, jotka vaikuttavat 

asiakaskokemuksen sekä ostajien kokeman arvon syntyyn. Tulokset toimivat markkinoijille 

arvokkaana työkaluna siitä, mihin digitaalisen markkinoinnin resurssit tulisi suunnata 

liiketoiminnan kasvattamiseksi, uusien asiakkaiden hankkimiseksi sekä asiakasuskollisuuden 

lisäämiseksi. Tutkielma toteutettiin toimeksiantona suomalaiselle tekstiili- ja muotialan 

yritykselle ja aineisto on analysoitu temaattisen ja laadullisen sisältöanalyysin keinoin. 

 

Tulokset osoittavat, että B2B ostaminen siirtyy vahvasti digitaalisiin kanaviin ja 

kosketuspisteiden painopiste on ostopolun alkupäässä. Käyttötavaran ostajat seuraavat 

viisitasoista asiakaspolkua, joka käsittää tarpeen tunnistamisen, tiedon keräämisen, arvioinnin 

ja neuvottelun, oston ja käytön sekä lopulta uudelleenoston ja asiakasuskollisuuden. Tähän 

polkuun vaikuttavat tarpeen tyyppi, oston tyyppi ja merkitys, oston päämäärä sekä 

jälkimarkkinointi. Käytetyimmät kanavat olivat hakukoneet, sähköposti ja uutiskirjeet, 

nettisivut sekä B2B verkkokaupat sekä sosiaalinen media. Voittajayritykset ovat ne, jotka 

pystyvät tarjoamaan helpon, sulavan ja kivuttoman digitaalisen ostoprosessin ja kokemuksen 

sekä relevanttia ja personoitua sisältöä oikea-aikaisesti. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

As digitalization is evolving, purchasing is moving more and more to the online 

environment. According to eCommerce in Finland (2019), the number of ecommerce users 

is expected to grow by 11 %, reaching 5 million users in Finland by 2023 (Statista 2019). 

This change is seen to affect business-to-business (B2B) buying as well (Almquist 2018a) 

as B2B buyers are consumers just as the business-to-consumer (B2C) customers are and 

according Maechler et al. (2017) they are expecting the same experience from B2B 

environment as from B2C. Digitalization is opening new business opportunities and firms 

that do not leverage these changes will fall behind their competitors’. As further explained 

in the next chapter’s literature review, the current research about this topic is mainly focusing 

on the B2C field. Thus, the purpose of this study is to identify the different behaving models 

and journeys the B2B buyers follow and recognize on how to improve these journeys as well 

as to find out which are the most critical touchpoints. 

 

The focus with this study is on the online environment and on the reasons in the background 

that make the buyers continue or not to continue their journey online. This research is 

conducted in collaboration with a Finnish company operating in the field of slow-moving 

consumer goods (SMCG), more specifically in the textile industry. Thus, the aim is to 

provide insight especially related to this context. The results of this research will indicate 

where the marketing resources should be targeted for SMCG firms to maximise results, get 

leads and finally loyal customers. The commissioner company will be launching a new B2B 

ecommerce during spring 2021, and the aim is to find ways to guide customers to start and 

continue their buying journey online as well as to finding by which means of digital 

marketing the B2B customer base can be increased. Another reason for the accuracy and 

importance of this research is that the ever-evolving digitalization and technology is causing 

for certain information and prior research to become obsolete quickly in this field. Therefore, 

there is a constant need for creating more and updated research in this area. 

 

The aim of this research is to understand where the marketing euros should be directed at 

and what matters most to the customers. Firms should focus on directing the marketing 

efforts to the activities that the most profitable segments prefer and making the budget work 

better in these segments, and in ways that would step up customer engagement across the 
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purchase decision journeys (Lingqvist et al. 2015). Lilien (2016) highlights that B2B 

marketing is extremely significant and relevant, even though in the academic literature it is 

highly underrepresented. Decades ago, Danneels and Lilien (1998) were investigating this 

issue and claimed that B2B activities are not overt and transparent, thus without industry 

specific work experience, it is difficult for scholars to properly understand the markets and 

problems as well as the technology related to understand the value creation and capturing in 

the specific markets. Furthermore, this thesis provides valuable up-to-date information on 

how the exceptional period of global pandemic COVID-19 has affected on the B2B buying 

journeys.  

 

1.1 Literature review 

 

During recent years, digital customer journeys as well as the digital buying behaviour have 

been studied substantially (Wright & Beale-Burchell 2015; Wang 2015; Scott et al. 2017). 

However, the research has mainly been focused on the field of B2C and the amount of 

academic research in the field of B2B is scarce. Several researchers suggest that more 

attention should be drawn to the academic research in the B2B context (Lilien 2015; Mora 

Cortez & Johnston 2017; Pandey 2020; Wiersema 2013). The changes in the consumer 

buying journeys have been prominent as the evolving digitalization is changing the ways 

consumers search and buy products (Court et al. 2009), this change is seen increasingly 

reflected to the B2B buying journeys as the digital natives are becoming part of the buying 

processes (Almquist 2018a). The research gap between the challenges B2B marketers 

encounter and the scientific research can be narrowed down by identifying the changes in 

B2B buying (Mora Cortez & Johnston 2017). According to a recent study which analysed 

the research knowledge of digital marketing in B2B context by Pandey (2020), it was noted 

that e-commerce sector clearly needs more attention when it comes to the academic research. 

Nearly 90 % of economic value comes from electronic transactions between firms, thus it is 

surprising that B2B ecommerce has not attracted as much researchers as the B2C domain 

has (Lilien 2014, 389). 

 

Customer journeys have been studied plenty from the fields of design, management, and 

marketing (Følstad & Kvale 2018). Edelman and Singer (2015) highlights the importance of 

managing the journey which requires automation, contextual interaction, personalization and 
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creating innovative journeys instead of focusing merely on selling the product. Zolkiewski 

et al.’s study (2017) stresses that managers should focus more on their B2B customer 

journeys and understand what these journeys include and how they are related to the firm’s 

strategic objectives, rather than focusing only on customer loyalty or repeat business. There 

are different methods and research branches for understanding and mapping the customer 

journeys such as customer journey mapping (Rosenbaum et al. 2017; Zomerdijk & Voss 

2010) and from the service perspective; service blueprinting (Bitner et al. 2008) and 

multilevel service design (Patrício et al. 2011). Følstad & Kvale (2018) suggest that more 

research should be conducted regarding customer journey mapping. Anderl et. al (2016) map 

the customer journeys with attribution modelling and develop a framework as a tool for 

marketers to allocate their budgets in order to create more effective online marketing 

strategies. Rosenbaum et al. (2017) argues that many customer journey maps assume that 

every customer follows the same journeys and each of the touchpoints are equally important. 

Their research challenges this vision and suggests that management should gather more 

information and understand which are the most critical touchpoints in order to create more 

realistic journeys and improve the customer experiences. Furthermore, other practitioners 

emphasize the difficulty of understanding how each channel of the journey influences on 

marketing success and how these different channels are impacting one another (Anderl et al. 

2016).  

 

Organizational buying behaviour and processes’ have been studied a lot during the past 

decades (Webster 1965, 370; Webster & Wind 1972; Sheth 1973; Johnston & Lewin 1996; 

Moon & Tikoo 2002) and the recent studies have furthermore taken into account the 

potential impacts of technology development (Osmonbekov & Johnston 2018). B2B buying 

behaviour is significantly different and usually much more complex compared to the B2C 

buying (Grewal et al. 2015), thus it is justified that B2B and B2C buying journeys should be 

investigated separately. B2B buying processes involve several stages and the number of 

these stages varies depending on the researcher. According to the very early research, 

industrial buying process is considered to include four stages (1) recognising the problem, 

(2) assigning the organizational responsibility, (3) search and finally (4) the choice process 

(Webster 1965). In contrary to Webster’s four stages of buying process, Grewal et al. (2015) 

present that the classical B2B buying process includes three stages which goes from the (1) 

information gathering (identifying the need, evaluating the alternatives) to (2) evaluating and 
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negotiating about the product to finally (3) purchasing and using the product. Grewal et al. 

(2015) suggest that more research should be conducted on these three stages of the purchase 

process. In B2C context, the journeys are seen to be divided into three steps (1) pre-purchase, 

(2) purchase, and (3) post-purchase (Lemon & Verhoef 2016) or four steps such as (1) 

awareness, (2) familiarity, (3) consideration, (4) purchase and loyalty (Court et al. 2009). 

 

It has already long been observed that the consumer buying, and research habits are 

changing, thus marketers should change the focus in order to reach customers at the right 

place at the right time (Court et. al, 2009). B2B buyers are expecting the same easiness and 

experiences from B2B e-commerce as they are while doing their personal shopping online. 

The consumers’ habits are therefore influencing the expectations towards B2B online 

buying. (Maechler et al. 2017). Continuous development in digital information technologies 

(DIT) and digital manufacturing technologies (DMT) are shaping the B2B buying behaviour 

and value creation, thus they offer opportunities for academic research (Lilien 2014; Grewal 

et al. 2015). Pandey’s study (2020) shows that digital technologies in B2B help firms to 

reduce labour costs, improves targeting more accurate customers and meet their needs. As 

B2B’s customer relationships can be more complex, it is important that the balance between 

human and digital interaction is right. Routine tasks of B2B buyers can be made more 

efficient with digitalization. (Maechler et al. 2017). Additionally, Steward et al. (2019) 

argues that it is unknown how technology can productively and efficiently improve 

purchasing process models instead of complicating the processes. 

 

Customer experiences are strongly related to the overall customer journeys and in many 

research’s these themes are walking hand in hand. As with customer journeys, customer 

experiences have mainly been studied in the field of B2C (Luo et al. 2011; Van Noort et al. 

2012; Rose et al. 2012; Wang 2015). Mora Cortez and Johnston (2017) state, that no prior 

studies have been researching the customer experience in the B2B context and on how to 

further develop the interaction process. According to Bakhtieva’s (2017) study which 

analysed the digital touchpoints of B2B customers, the most important drivers for customer 

loyalty are usefulness, ease of use and information flow. This study also indicated that in 

B2B context entertainment is seen rather as distraction in customer experiences, which can 

be a very industry specific finding. Thus, more research should be done in other industries 

as well in order to widen the scope and be able to generalize the results. 
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McLean (2017) found that the most important factors affecting on online B2B customer 

experience were the website credibility and quality of the information, search success as well 

as the possibility to get online customer support. Mora Cortez & Johnston (2017) call for 

further research on creating value in the B2B customer-supplier interaction process, which 

this thesis aims to contribute by focusing on value creation through customer experiences. 

Researchers have found that strategies that emphasize customer centricity and experiences 

are industry leaders in B2B field (Maechler et al. 2017). Especially more empirical research 

is needed to respond to the limitations on the field of B2B customer experiences (Zolkiewski 

et al. 2017). Customer experiences have been studied in the different industries such as 

retailing (Stein & Ramaseshan 2016), energy service industry (Wright & Beale-Burchell 

2015), housing mortgage (Frambach et al. 2007) and service industry (Zolkiewski et al. 

2017). According to author’s knowledge, there are no prior academic studies related to 

SMCG industry nor the textile and fashion industry, which is another clear gap this thesis 

aims to address. 

 

1.2 Research question 

 

As noted, the research in the field of B2B is scarce and the B2B buying journeys can be very 

complex and industry specific. The fundamental need and the identified research problem 

for this study comes from the commissioner company. To answer this need and fill in the 

gap in the existing literature, one main research question is created which is supported by 

three sub-questions. The main research question is as follows: 

 

RQ: What type of digital buying journeys do B2B SMCG buyers follow and which are the 

most critical and profitable touchpoints? 

 

In order to answer the research question, first the different stages as well as the touchpoints 

customers encounter during their journey should be identified. The main focus is to identify 

the touchpoints that are most critical and profitable to target marketing resources into. To 

support the main research question, the first sub-question is as follows: 

 

SQ1: Which are the stages and touchpoints in the B2B buying journey? 
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After the stages and touchpoints are identified, this research aims to discover ways to 

improve the customer experiences and to create additional value for the customers. Thus, the 

second sub-question is as follows: 

 

SQ2: What do B2B customers perceive as valuable during their journey? 

 

Finally, this research aims to identify the best ways for digital marketing in B2B 

environment. This includes aspects of the channels they use as well as what type of content 

catches the buyer’s attention and brings added value to them. Hence, the third sub-question 

is: 

 

SQ3: Which channels the B2B customers use and what type of content do they 

prefer? 

 

All these three sub-questions and the insight gained from them will be leveraged in order to 

answer to the main research question. The results will also provide concrete suggestions in 

the managerial section on how companies can utilize this information in practice. 

 

1.3 Theoretical framework and key concepts 

 

The theoretical framework in figure 1, represents how the different theories and concepts of 

this research are connected to one another. The framework starts from mapping the B2B 

customer journeys by following the B2B buying processes and behaviour and identifying 

the stages of the journey for the commissioner company in SMCG industry. Additionally, 

the research aims to identify the different touchpoints, where the commissioner company 

can have an impact on the journey and interact with the customer. At this point, there is no 

certainty on which stage the online environment nor the B2B ecommerce comes as a part of 

the journey. This research aims to contribute to the journey by identifying the factors which 

aid creating loyalty loop (Court et al. 2009) and how to prevent customers from dropping off 

the journey. Customer experience is related to the stages and touchpoints throughout the 

whole customer journey. The research aims to find ways on how to create value for the 

customers through customer experiences. Finally, when the stages, touchpoints and the 
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experience management are being investigated, this research aims to find ways to have an 

impact on the journey through digital marketing and identify the most critical B2B stages 

and touchpoints where to target resources. Digital marketing will leverage the findings 

related to the customer experiences and value creation. 

 

 

Figure 1 Theoretical framework of the thesis 

 

The contexts related to this study are SMCG and B2B and the key concepts are B2B buying 

process, B2B buying behaviour, customer journey, touchpoints, customer experience and 

digital marketing. The key contexts and concepts are shortly explained next. 

 

SMCG 

Slow-Moving Consumer Goods, such as home interior products, are usually less 

spontaneously bought and include high involvement and more complex decision making 

compared to buying fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG), such as groceries (Ewerhard et 

al. 2019). This term is used as a context in this research. 

 

B2B 

Business-to-business, also known as B2B, refers to business of selling products or services 

from firm to another. This term is used as a context in this research. 
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B2B Buying Process 

B2B buying process is the journey the B2B buyers go through and depending on which 

researcher to believe, it includes different stages anywhere from pre-purchase; recognising 

the problem and the need to post-purchase; finally using the product (Webster 1965; Grewal 

et al. 2015; Lemon & Verhoef 2016; Court et al. 2009). 

 

B2B Buying Behaviour 

Organizational buying behaviour (here referred as B2B buying behaviour) is a complex 

decision-making process influenced by individual, social, organization and environmental 

factors and it usually involves multiple persons, goals and decision criteria (Webster & Wind 

1972). 

 

Customer Journey 

According to Lemon and Verhoef (2016) customer purchase (or decision) journey is “the 

process a customer goes through, across all stages and touchpoints, that makes up the 

customer experience”. These journeys include all the things that happen before, during and 

after the customer is experiencing the product (Maechler et al. 2016a). 

 

Touchpoints 

Touchpoints are the contact points where customers interact with the firm in different 

channels and media during their purchasing journey (Lemon & Verhoef 2016).  

 

Customer Experience 

Homburg et al. (2017) defined customer experience as follows: “Customer experience is the 

evolvement of a person’s sensorial, affective, cognitive, relational, and behavioural 

responses to a firm or brand by living through a journey of touchpoints along prepurchase, 

purchase, and post purchase situations”. Lemon and Verhoef (2016) adds that the customer 

experience is a “multidimensional construct process that consumers go through”. 

 

Digital Marketing 

According to The American Marketing Association (2021) digital marketing is marketing 

happening in digital environment by using different digital or social channels (such as 
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Internet, mobile devices, search engines, and social media) for reaching out customers and 

to foster the brand. 

 

1.4 Delimitations and research methodology 

 

There are several delimitations affecting on this study. First, the context is limited to consider 

only B2B environment, thus the results cannot be generalized to apply in B2C environment. 

Secondly, the commissioner company operates within SMCG industry, more specifically in 

the textile and fashion industry, thus the results can be industry specific. However, SMCG 

industry can cover several different industries, thus the results could be generalized in 

SMCG’s despite of different industry sectors. Thirdly, the focus of this research is on the 

online environment and marketing techniques will emphasize digitalization to a large extend. 

Additionally, the focus will be on ecommerce sector, thus the results cannot be applied to 

offline environment. The number of interviewed buyers nine, which is relatively low, thus 

the answers can be specific to the interviewees organization or industry. 

 

The nature of this study is qualitative, and the empirical research will be done by collecting 

primary data by interviewing the B2B customers of the commissioner company. Interviews 

were chosen as the data collection method, for the reason that they will give most accurate 

insight about the topic investigated as these customers best know the issues related to their 

personal work. Additionally, the number of B2B buyers is usually much lower than in B2C 

environment, making it niche and quality over quantity being more valuable. Due to the 

global pandemic COVID-19, the interviews were conducted via video chats instead of face-

to-face meetings. The interviews will be guided and semi-structured, which leaves room for 

conversation and usually uses words “why” and “how” (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008). 

Challenges in using this method are that face-to-face interviews require time, thus the 

number of answers usually remains narrow when the time frame for the research is limited. 

The interviewed customers were chosen and agreed together with the commissioner 

company. First the B2B clients base are segmented and further profiled into three customer 

profiles depending on the industry. To get a profound picture and answers, from each of 

these segments three customers are interviewed, making total number of interviews nine. 

This research combines existing literature and theories to results gained from the interviews. 
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Table 1 below represents the research design with thesis matrix, which defines the research 

questions, related theories and concepts as well as how this thesis aims to answer those 

questions. In order to answer to the third sub-question, it was assumed that the interview 

results will indicate which are the most critical touchpoints where to channel the digital 

marketing, and which marketing techniques and contents are the ones B2B buyers prefer and 

value. 

 

Table 1 Thesis matrix 

Research questions Theory/theories Concepts Research design 

SQ1 Which are the 

stages and touchpoints 

in the B2B journey? 

B2B buying processes, 

organizational buying, B2B 

buying behaviour 

Customer journey, 

touchpoints 

B2B customer 

interviews and result 

analyses, academic 

journals 

SQ2 What do B2B 

customers perceive as 

valuable during their 

journey? 

Customer experiences, B2B 

buying behaviour 
Touchpoints 

B2B customer 

interviews and result 

analyses, academic 

journals 

SQ3 Which channels the 

B2B customers use and 

what type of content do 

they prefer? 

Digital marketing B2B marketing 

B2B customer 

interviews and result 

analyses, academic 

journals 

 

1.5 Structure of the research 

 

The follow-up structure of this study goes as follows. Next chapter describes the theory and 

literature review parts of this research starting from main title; B2B buying process and 

customer journeys. This chapter includes literature related to B2B buying behaviour, journey 

mapping, stages of the journey, touchpoints, customer loyalty as well as customer 

experience. Finally, the ecommerce in B2B context is described shortly within this chapter. 

The second part of the literature consists of digital marketing in B2B context including 

aspects from content, social media, search engine and email marketing. The B2B buyer 

personas relevant for digital marketing are shortly described at the end of this chapter. 
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The literature is followed by the depiction of the research design and methods. This chapter 

represents the case and research contexts, data collection and analysis methods as well as the 

reliability and validity of this research. Chapter 5 represents the findings of the interviews, 

which are divided according to the three research sub questions. Finally, the last chapter 

represents the discussion and conclusions of the research, including the theoretical 

contributions, managerial implications as well as limitations and future research proposals. 
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2 B2B BUYING PROCESS AND CUSTOMER JOURNEYS 

 

Various B2B organizations have adapted being customer-centric, however, there is still 

much to do when it comes to knowing how the customers are behaving in reality. According 

to Lingqvist et al. (2013) in many organizations even half of the marketing budget is being 

miss aligned to the places where there is no or little effect on the customers purchasing 

decisions causing millions of marketing euros being lost and potential sales missed. This 

chapter aims to depict the evolution of B2B buying until this day as well as to demonstrate 

the latest related concepts and shed light to the backgrounds of the first research question 

“Which are the stages and touchpoints in the B2B journey?” as well as to the second question 

“What do B2B customers perceive as valuable during their journey?”. As the academic 

literature for B2B customer journeys is limited, this research utilizes B2C related theories 

and research as well whenever applicable. Additionally, the topics are interrelated, and they 

are presented more thoroughly in the most relevant chapter while some of the most important 

information is also presented in other chapters. 

 

2.1 B2B Buying Process and Behaviour 

 

The traditional roles in B2B domain have changed as B2B marketers cannot control the 

customer journeys as much as before, as the buyers are making their decisions more and 

more on their own and contact the supplier only after they have all the possible information 

about the product or the service (Matias 2018). According to a study conducted by CEB 

(2012) in collaboration with Google, as much as 57 % of the B2B buying process is 

completed before contacting the supplier. For this reason, marketers need to reach the 

potential B2B buyers even earlier than before as digitalization allows B2B buyers to have 

access to overwhelming amount of product information available enabling them to already 

make up their minds on their own (Springer 2016). Additionally, according to the marketing 

research team, Think with Google (Snyder & Hilal 2015), potential B2B customers make a 

dozen online searches before even visiting and engaging the brands websites. The 

overwhelming amount of information and questions it arises also causes the purchase 

decisions to take longer or at worst prevents it from happening at all (Toman et al. 2017). 
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The roots for customer journey and digital marketing kindred vocabulary dates back to the 

decades old research of B2B buying process (Steward et al. 2019). Arguably, the first 

conceptual model of B2B buying process by Webster (1965) created the foundation for all 

the future models and highlighted the importance of the buying centre. The model comprises 

four phases, namely recognizing the problem, assigning the organizational responsibility, 

search process and finally the choice process. This model was also the very first to suggest 

aligning the marketing activities with B2B purchasing. (Steward et al. 2019). Soon after, in 

1967, Robinson, Faris and Wind created the so called Buygrid framework which was further 

divided into two dimensions; buy phases and buy classes. This model has eight buy phases 

which are as follows: problem or need recognition, defining the product characteristics and 

quantity, describing product characteristics and quantity, searching and evaluating the 

feasible sources, proposals acquisition and analysing, assessing the proposals and selecting 

the suppliers, choosing the order routine and finally assessment and feedback on the 

performance. The types of the buying were further classified into three classes containing 

new task, modify rebuy and straight rebuy. In early theories, industrial buying was seen as 

an economic-based rational decision-making process and the fundamental criterion for 

choosing the product or service was the lowest price together with the most satisfactory 

quality and delivery (Hadjikhani & Laplaca 2013). Today, modern B2B buying comprises 

four ongoing processes: implementation, evaluation, reassessment and confirmation. 

(Grewal et al. 2015) 

 

According to Webster and Wind (1972), generally organizational buying incorporates the 

buying centre, which includes all the people who are part of the buying process, such as 

users, influencers, deciders, buyers and finally gatekeepers. What makes it even more 

complicated, is that all these stakeholders can have different opinions and goals. In contrary 

to B2C buyers, before making the purchase, B2B buyers conduct much research and make 

sure all the specifications are on point and pay particular attention to the functionality of the 

product. B2B buyers usually have a clear and official procurement process that they are 

following, and the switching costs experienced when changing the supplier can be high. 

(Lingqvist et al. 2015). These buyers rarely make the decisions by themselves as the 

stakeholders can be internal and external to the buying organization, thus the network 

includes relationships that are individual and organizational (Grewal et al. 2015) as well as 

people with different backgrounds and incentives (Lilien 2016). 
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Johnston and Lewin (1996) also highlight that organizational buying behaviour is a dynamic 

and complex project which is multi-dimensional, includes multiple persons and phases and 

has multiple objectives. Furthermore, according to a research by “The Challenger 

Customer”, the number of stakeholders involved in the decision process reflects straight to 

the positivity of the purchase decision. Their research indicated that chances to succeed are 

80 % when a single person is involved, however as the number of stakeholders increase the 

chances to success decline, as even six or more stakeholders will fall to under 30 % chance 

of finding a consensus during the decision process. An average number of stakeholders in a 

typical B2B organization has already risen to 10-11 and continues to rise, according to their 

recent study. Thus, it is clear that value selling is needed to support and help the group find 

consensus. (Apollo 2019) 

 

It has been recognized, that B2B buying differs significantly from consumer buying 

behaviour. Grewal et al. (2015) highlights that one major reason is that organizations are 

buying products to satisfy the derived demand as they are buying products to meet the needs 

of their clients, whereas in B2C domain the need derives mostly from the consumer 

themselves. Moreover, researchers highlight that the B2B domain requires different research 

approaches compared to what has been found successful in the B2C domain, for the reason 

that the B2B purchases are more complex in nature and the customers and prospects are 

more heterogenic. The main problem of complexity in B2B decision making processes arises 

for the reason that many organizations include multiple individuals in the process, 

inconsistent problems and higher number of purchased units (Vincent et al. 2017). Thus, 

B2B buying process includes a wide range of stakeholders and interactions between the 

producers and manufacturers likewise retailers and wholesalers (Lilien 2016). The high 

number of stakeholders, amount of money involved, complexity of the offerings, to add that 

these processes usually involve negotiations and bargaining, are causing B2B buying 

processes being much more time consuming as well (Grewal et al. 2015). 

 

Purchasing and procurement departments are expected to become more strategic, meaning 

that the suppliers need to be able to offer even more significant and valuable information 

during the purchasing process. Such information will illustrate higher return of the 

partnership, lower risk of engagement as well as differentiates the services or products from 
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the competitors. (Steward et al. 2019). It is commonly agreed within pundits that the generic 

overall comprehensive white paper on the corporates websites is not enough anymore. Each 

of the B2B buyer profiles require content that speaks to them during every phase of their 

journey from the beginning all the way to the conversion phase. Due to smart phones, B2B 

buyers nowadays have all the information they could need literally in the palm of their hands; 

thus, it is important for marketers to understand how they are using the content as well as 

the complexity throughout the whole journey. (Springer 2016) 

 

Prior research has found that word-of-mouth (WoM) has as positive impact in B2B 

environment and transactions as it does already in B2C environment (Kim 2014). Moreover, 

according to a consulting research 53 % of B2B buyers are relying on peer recommendations, 

76 % prioritize the recommended vendors by their peers leading into 84 % of the B2B 

purchases beginning with a referral (Matias 2018). Thus, a recognized and well-known brand 

can be stated to be a great advantage for firms operating in B2B domain. A complex 

spectrum of different type of emotions and rationalizations are also part of the human 

decision-making process (Kemp et al. 2018). According to the data by Corporate Executive 

Board Company and Google (2013), B2B customers that have high emotional connections 

to the brand labels are less price-sensitive and have higher willingness to purchase (Nathan 

& Schmidt 2013). Cultures, types of the customers, markets and B2B buying situations are 

all affecting customer behaviour (Wiersema 2013). B2B buyer’s behaviour is becoming 

more consumer-like as their shopping experiences in B2C environment have shaped their 

buying behaviour (Lingqvist et al. 2015). Moreover, impulse buying has been found to be 

rare in B2B domain as the choice process is being guided by clear criterion such as the 

schedules and productions needs with the minimum price (Grewal et al. 2015). 

 

Subjective and possibly personal worries that the B2B buyers might have during their 

purchasing process are becoming more important as the B2B offerings are becoming more 

commoditized. According to Almquist et al.(2018b), some decisions are influenced by 

whether the buying enhances the buyers’ reputation or decrease their anxiety. In order to 

avoid commodity trap, marketers need to be able to understand all the emotional and rational 

factors behind the B2B purchasing to be able to create value proposition accordingly. 

(Almquist et al. 2018b). The increased number of alternatives and different options for B2B 

clients requires also more time for evaluation between different stakeholders, which causes 
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greater number of options to be even a negative issue. It does not only slower the purchase 

process but according to a research by Toman et al. (2017), higher number of alternatives 

causes post-purchase anxiety for over 40 % of B2B purchases, making the customers re-

consider whether their purchase was the best possible and if the other option would have 

been better. (Toman et al. 2017). Vesal et al. (2021) study indicates that sustainability issues 

play key role in B2B buying as well, as these practices offer positive benefits for the brand 

image and therefore influences on market performance. It has already been noted, that B2B 

buyers are also found to increasingly prefer brands that are showing care on issues related to 

sustainability and environment (Kumar & Christodoulopoulou 2014). 

 

2.2 Customer Journey 

 

When talking about the concept of customer journey, it is often connected to the B2C 

environment (Lemon & Verhoef 2016) rather than B2B. According to scholars, B2B 

customers have changed the ways they purchase due to digital technologies (Steward et al. 

2019). The modern customer decision journey is far from the old assumption of the linear 

sales funnel and the time after the purchase is as important as all the steps during the journey. 

By adopting the new customer decision journey in B2B organizations, up to 40 % of the 

marketing expenses can be targeted to the activities that generate higher ROI. (Lingqvist et 

al. 2013). As the B2B landscape is changing, organizations should embrace this new B2B 

environment. Customers need to be encountered during different parts of their journey by 

leveraging the digital tools available. Furthermore, a study conducted between a 100 B2B 

corporations proved that this change could cause significant benefits for the corporations 

such as 20 % increase in new leads, 10 % increase with the first customers and saving even 

20 % of time between lead qualification and deal closing (Lingqvist et al. 2015). 

 

Customer journeys are different from customer decision making models. The journeys are 

considered to be non-linear including all the touchpoints and channels the customers 

encounter during their purchasing journey, whereas the decision-making process is linear 

including all the hierarchical stages leading to the buying decision. (Wolny & Charoensuksai 

2014). Transactions are at the core in customer journeys, and it also includes aspects and 

themes of former buying process, such as relationships, networks, influences and situations 

(Steward et al. 2019). If the salespeople are willing to encounter the customers at different 
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phases of their journey, they are able to utilize different digital tools more effectively and 

foster the cooperation and resource allocation between sales and marketing functions which 

will lead to better win over the reluctant customers (Lingqvist et al. 2015). However, 

according to Matias (2018), only 13 % of the B2B buyers believe that the sales 

representatives truly understand what they need, which causes that under 30 % of the B2B 

buyers want to talk with the sales during their purchasing process. This statement indicates 

that there is a need for B2B e-commerce where these types of buyers are able to conduct 

their purchases self-served on their own.  

 

Steward et al. (2019) argue that the customer journey is not the same as representing the 

purchase process, but rather conceptualizing a process that is more complex and involving 

between the customer and the supplier including all the interactions experimental elements 

and their flow during different time periods. B2B journeys become complex for the reason 

that they need to fit to the special needs of small customer groups requiring extra services 

and specific tailoring (Maechler 2016b). Digital era allows customers to move on their 

journey in a new way, as during their journey they might search information and encounter 

product reviews or information from other forums by third parties which are uncontrollable 

by the actual seller (Kannan & Li 2017). 

 

2.2.1 Journey mapping 

 

At its simplest, customer journey map is a diagram that illustrates the path and the steps the 

customer goes through during the purchase process and engaging with the company 

(Richardson 2010), typically conducted from the supplier’s perspective by the marketing 

unit (Toman et al. 2017). By visualizing the customers journey, firms can gain deep 

understanding of the customer experience (Lemon & Verhoef 2016). Figure 2 illustrates an 

example of the possible B2B journey map which is a combination of Webster’s (1965) and 

Grewal et al.’s (2015) models completed by Court et al.’s (2009) final step, loyalty. As every 

customer is different, their journeys are different as well. This example figure maps the 

journey which starts from recognizing the problem, gathering information, evaluation and 

negotiation, followed by purchasing and using, and leading finally to re-purchase and 

loyalty. Touchpoints (more on chapter 2.2.3) are those contact points where the customer is 
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actually in contact with the firm during this journey (Zimmerer 2017) and can be mapped to 

this diagram as well. 

 

Figure 2 Example illustration of B2B journey mapping, adapted from Webster (1965), Grewal et al. (2015) 

and Court et al. (2009) 

 

According to Steward et al. (2019) researchers and experts are utilizing the old theory 

Robinson et al. (1967) advocated, however the terms are slightly changed. For example, the 

buying process maps are nowadays referred as customer journey maps and purchase process 

models are referred as customer journey models in order to reflect how the behaviour aspects 

are included in different relations, networks, influences and situations. (Steward et al. 2019). 

With customer journey maps, the suppliers are also able to analyse at which stage the 

customer is during their journey and identify and tackle the obstacles they have at that 

moment and maximize the ease of buying (Toman et al. 2017). 

 

Journey mapping aids also when the marketing activities are wanted to get automated and to 

guide the customers through the purchasing funnel by reconciling the marketing activities to 

different phases of the buying journey (Wolny & Charoensuksai 2014). Aligning is the term 

used when marketing activities are matched with the purchasing process. Due to enhanced 

technology, the processes of mapping and aligning are much easier to implement, not to 

mention much more accurate. Big Data and commercial tools and software’s, such as Google 

Analytics, enables to monitor the purchase behaviour. (Steward et al. 2019) 

 

Edelman and Singer (2015) are advocates for the customer journey modelling. They 

highlight that when it comes to providing competitive advantage, the customer journeys are 

as important as the actual products and in central role shaping the customers experience of 

the brand. Multiple firms conduct journey mapping from the supplier’s perspective focusing 
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merely on their own offering and processes, whereas in reality the customers problems 

usually have nothing to do with the firm itself for the reason that these problems arise long 

before contacting the supplier (Toman et al. 2017).  

 

Journey mapping has not been researched widely in the B2B context. As already noted, B2B 

journeys are more complex (Grewal et al. 2015) making them also more difficult to map. As 

customer decisions journeys are nowadays conducted in multiple channels across online and 

offline environments, it is essential to map these journeys in order to understand them and 

to be able to allocate resources optimally as well as for better managing multi-channel 

customer experiences (Wolny & Charoensuksai 2014). Journey mapping is usually 

conducted by the marketing unit, however Toman et al. (2017) advice to incorporate the 

sales team to the mapping as well in order to get a more profound picture and deeper insights 

not to mention that this insight will benefit the sales team significantly in their everyday 

work as well. 

 

2.2.2 Stages 

 

In order to create effective sales and marketing activities, organizations need more than 

knowing who the decision makers in their B2B client organization are. Organizations should 

focus on those points where they can have the most impact on the decision makers, which 

might be in finance, the CMO, in procurement or at some cases even the end user. (Lingqvist 

et al. 2013). Toman et al. (2017) argue, that even though the journey mapping should be 

precise, the ideal number of stages for B2B customers is five to 10, as over 10 stages can 

make the map inconvenient and inefficient to use. In order for marketing and sales leaders 

to have the most successful impact on the decision-making journey, they need insight which 

is gained by understanding the decision makers, their interests and factors that matters the 

most to them. (Lingqvist et al. 2013) 

 

As already noted in the literature review, there are several studies related to the stages of the 

buying journey, from which majority are B2C specific. The most relevant stages identified 

in this research are gathered in the table 2 below. Webster’s (1965) and more recent study 

by Grewal et al. (2015) were the key models related specifically to B2B buying. It can be 

noted that the basic idea with all the models is the same, even though the number of stages 
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varies slightly. Researchers have noted early, that not all the B2B buying processes can be 

generalized, as the buying situations vary depending for example on the product and industry 

(Steward et al. 2019). 

 

Table 2 Overview of different buying stages 

Researcher/s 
Number of 

stages 
Context Stages 

Webster (1965) 4 B2B 1) recognising the problem, (2) assigning the 

organizational responsibility, (3) search and (4) the 

choice process 

Webster and Wind (1972) 5 B2B (1) need identification, (2) establishment of 

specification, (3) identification of alternatives, (4) 

evaluation of alternatives, (5) suppliers’ selection 

Grewal et al. (2015) 3 B2B (1) information gathering (identifying the need, 

evaluating the alternatives), (2) evaluating and 

negotiating about the product and (3) purchasing and 

using the product 

Lemon and Verhoef (2016) 3 B2C (1) pre-purchase, (2) purchase and (3) post-purchase 

Court et al. (2009) 4 B2C (1) awareness, (2) familiarity, (3) consideration, (4) 

purchase and loyalty 

Frambach et al. (2007) 3 B2C (1) pre-purchase, (2) purchase and (3) post-purchase 

Kannan and Li (2017) 3/5 B2C (1) pre-purchase, (2) purchase consummation and 

post-purchase. stages; (1) awareness, (2) familiarity, 

(3) consideration, (4) evaluation and (5) purchase 

 

2.2.3 Touchpoints 

 

Touchpoints are places where the customers make contact with the brand and digitalization 

and growing demands of the customers is creating these even more. The world which is 

always-on, has multi-touchpoints and cross-channels is making the customer journeys more 

complex than ever. (Zimmerer 2017). To illustrate the phases that customers go through 

when engaging and interacting with the supplier, Richardson (2010) suggests marketers to 

create a diagram which enables to enhance each step as well as creating added value to the 

touchpoints. Touchpoints can be divided into two categories, direct and indirect touchpoints. 

Direct touchpoints are those where the customer is in direct contact with the firm, such as 
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service and usage encounter, whereas indirect touchpoints can be for example advertising 

and social media. (Meyer & Schwager 2007) 

 

According to Matias (2018), B2B customers in today’s world want relevant buying 

experience which is personalized and customized for them. Additionally, according to an 

American market research company Forrester, 50 % of the potential B2B buyers want to get 

personalized recommendations during every touchpoint of their journey as well as solid 

customization and support during their purchasing process in different channels as well as 

with different devices. (Matias 2018). It is essential to understand that not all the touchpoints 

are equal in value (Meyer & Schwager 2007). Many firms have earlier been focused solely 

on either side of the funnel, the beginnings awareness phase or final loyalty phase, however 

Court et al.’s (2009) research indicates that it is more fruitful to be more precise with the 

touchpoints used to influence on the customers journey to spot opportunities and reach the 

right customers. 

 

Content has significant role in buying decision process as well. A survey by DemandGen 

Report (2017) revealed that 75% of the B2B buyers chose the winning company over the 

other according to the content they offered and that it is especially important for the content 

to speak directly to their company needs. The fact that the customer journeys are more 

complex in nature and the number of online channels is increasing, makes it difficult to 

measure how much each channel truly affects the organization’s success (Anderl et al. 2016). 

 

According to Lingqvist et al. (2015), on average B2B customers are using six different 

channels for interaction during their purchase decision journey. Their research found that 

nearly 65 % of the customers felt frustrated by inconsistent experience after finishing their 

journey. The number of digital touchpoints is rising by 20 % each year as more and more 

offline customers are moving towards using digital tools and the younger digitally oriented 

generation is entering the buyer groups. (Bughin 2014). These touchpoints can be owned by 

the brand, partner or even the customer or social/external (such as friends or WoM), thus, 

the control companies have over multiple touchpoints is limited. (Lemon & Verhoef 2016) 
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2.3 Customer loyalty 

 

Due to the easily accessible information and comparing of alternatives and other brands, 

customer loyalty is more elusive than ever before (McKinsey 2017). Loyal customers are 

worth achieving, as depending on which researchers to believe, it is anywhere from five to 

25 times more costly to attract a new client than retaining the current one (Gallo 2014). In 

brief, customer loyalty refers to repeated buying behaviour together with positive attitude 

towards the firm (Hollensen 2010, 138-139). Customer loyalty is considered to be a part of 

the post-sale phase in the customer journey (Court et al. 2009). 

 

According to Court et al. (2009) the traditional sales funnel includes four different phases 

(1) awareness, (2) familiarity, (3) consideration, (4) purchase and leading finally to customer 

loyalty. Customer journey should be considered as an ongoing cycle, meaning that what 

matters most is what happens after the actual purchase. (Court et al. 2009). When the 

customer is satisfied with the purchase and has a strong bond with the brand, the 

consideration and evaluation stages can be skipped and the enjoy-advocate-buy loop can be 

entered directly (figure 3). Customer loyalty can be facilitated by streamlining the customer 

journey and eliminating unnecessary steps which can be done for example via automation 

(Edelman 2010). 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3 Streamlining the Customer Decision Journey (adapted from Edelman and Singer 2015) 
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Customer loyalty can be increased with dominant smooth journey model that includes 

cyclical pattern of experiences that are predictable making customers lives easier and within 

time this increase the customer loyalty leading into so called customer loyalty loop. 

Alternatively, unpredictable experiences that sticky journey model offers, are creating 

excitement leading eventually to greater amount of customer involvement. (Siebert 2020). 

Positive digital experiences often also improve the brand stickiness thereby leading to the 

enhanced likelihood for repeat purchases (Bughin 2014). 

 

2.4 Customer Experiences 

 

To answer the research’s second sub-question; “What do B2B customers perceive valuable 

during their journey?”, the basis of customer experiences needs to be understood. B2B 

customer experiences are lagging significantly of the B2C experiences and this gap is 

increasing as the B2B customers are becoming increasingly demanding as their expectations 

are rising due to the digital developments (Maechler et al. 2016a). It has been noted early 

that firms can gain huge economic value by creating distinctive customer experiences (Pine 

& Gilmore 1999). Customer experience is a multidimensional construct (Schmitt 1999; 

Verhoef 2009) especially in the retailing context including all the aspects of the customer’s 

emotional, affective, social, physical as well as cognitive responses. The experience is 

created by the controllable elements, such as assortment and prices, as well as the 

uncontrollable elements, such as purpose to shop and others influence. The customer 

experience covers the overall experience during the different phases of the journey which 

can also include multiple retail channels. (Verhoef 2009). Typically, customer experience 

journey is considered to be a continuous experience over the different steps of a service cycle 

(Følstad ja Kvale 2018). Customer experience is the key factor determining whether the 

customer decides to continue the cooperation with the brand or not (Hyken 2018). 

 

Gentile, Spiller, and Noci (2007) defines customer experience as follows: ”The customer 

experience originates from a set of interactions between a customer and a product, a 

company, or part of its organization, which provoke a reaction. This experience is strictly 

personal and implies the customer’s involvement at different levels (rational, emotional, 

sensorial, physical, and spiritual)”. Customer experience management in turn is the strategy 

created by the supplier in order to create value for the customer as well as for the company. 
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It is different from customer relationship management, as its main focus is on the current 

situation rather than in the history. (Verhoef 2009). Becker and Jaakkola (2020) denotes that 

companies cannot create the customer experience, however there are variety of factors that 

influence those experiences which can be tracked, planned and controlled by the firm. It is 

important for firms to keep up with existing developments and predict emerging new trends 

to be able to offer the greatest value to their ever-demanding customers (Patwa et al. 2018). 

For the reason that sales have not adequately presented the value to their customer, as much 

as 58 % of deals result with 'no decision,' according to Qvidian (Sales Execution Trends 

2014) (Kelly et al. 2017). 

 

There are prior research indicating that the customer experience has significant effect on 

how the customer perceives the brand (Verhoef 2009). Fitzsimons, Chartrand and Fitzsimons 

(2008) found that the types of the brand and consumer perceptions can influence on their 

behaviour. Winning brands are those who are not only offering quality and value with their 

products, but also creating superior journeys for their customers. B2B companies are 

presumed creating basically new abilities and structures in order to interact with the 

customers, gather and analyse customer data, as well as focusing on designing experiences 

and products. (Edelman & Singer 2015). Experiential value is the sense of value that the 

customer has acquired from the whole process of working with the supplier, consisting for 

example of how pleasing, competent, supportive an exciting the whole B2B experience for 

the customer was (Kelly et al. 2017, 13). 

 

Superior customer experiences can be expensive which makes it important to consider 

whether the customers truly want to pay extra for it (Verhoef 2009). Edelman and Singer 

(2015) advice streamlining the customer journey by simplification and shortening or 

completely eliminating unnecessary steps, predicting the customer preference and 

personalizing the steps in the journey and by just-in-time contextual interaction. According 

to Siebert (2020), there are several research demonstrating that even though experiences that 

are predictable are satisfying the customers, they also create risk for the customers to lose 

their attention. Unexpected experiences keep the customers excited and wanting more, but 

risk causing addictions too. Thus, in customer experience management, smooth customer 

experience journeys can be facilitated with high predictability whereas low predictability 

facilitates sticky journeys. (Siebert 2020) 
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Automation is one way for fostering sticky customer journeys, as it can help customers to 

conduct their complex journeys more easily and faster than normally (Edelman & Singer 

2015). Many corporations fail to deliver compelling superior digital customer experiences, 

as B2B customers are used to easy and painless digital shopping and they are expecting the 

same features from the B2B whilst still retaining some of the benefits of B2B processes, 

such as access to professional salespeople who thoroughly understand their needs and orders. 

(Harvard Business Review/SAP 2020). When strategically choosing which journey model 

to use, the nature of the service needs to be taken into account whether it is more instrumental 

or recreational. Smooth journey model is considered being more suitable for customers, who 

are like “jobbers” aiming to get their job done as efficiently as possible. Customers who are 

more like “adventurers” seeking for challenges and excitement are in turn more likely to 

follow the sticky journey model. (Siebert 2020).  

 

The top-class companies are leveraging personalization in order to create a unique 

experience for their every client. Additionally, these experiences are being tailored the more 

the customer visits the site. (Springer 2016). Digital marketing in B2B environment will 

increase the information flow as well as the trust among the customers (Krishna & Singh 

2018). Edelman & Singer (2015) highlighted that succeeding cutting-edge customer 

journeys are able to retain the customers as they are creating added value making customers 

to benefit from the journey itself. To add, they noted that the ability to shape customer 

journeys will be a crucial source for competitive advantage and the best firms will not only 

improve the journey but aim to expand it as well. MacMillan and McGrath (1997) indicate 

that marketing activities can be aligned to the customer’s experience with aligning. The 

interest and emphasis to digital marketing have increased significantly recently and it is 

already in the forefront of marketing strategies, additionally, research indicates that also the 

customers are actively searching for new digital offerings and increasingly value digital 

experiences (Tareeq 2020). 
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2.5 Ecommerce’s in B2B context 

 

To put it briefly, B2B ecommerce is a market-making intermediary platform that enables the 

buyer and seller to conduct the transactions and negotiations digitally (Watson et al. 2015). 

As noted, B2B buying has changed during recent years and the global pandemic COVID-19 

has given the final push to B2B sales moving more digital. The emergence of digital online 

software’s and platforms has facilitated the shift in B2B buying process (Steward et al. 

2019). According to Bages-Amat et al. (2020), up to 70-80 % of B2B buyers prefer 

conducting the purchases remotely or even fully digitally self-served. This has several 

advantages, for example ease of scheduling, saving time and money for not travelling as well 

as increased safety. Additionally, they found that contrary to general belief, B2B ecommerce 

is not for smaller purchases and corporations only, as today B2B buyers are more open 

buying big online. There is evidence that B2B buying might shift to fully online with limited 

or no human contact at all (Steward et al. 2019). Video and live chats are becoming more 

common in B2B context (Bages-Amat et al. 2020). By adding chat functions, firms can 

enhance the social interaction and sales communication in B2B ecommerce as well as 

bringing added value for the seller corporations as well whilst they are able to serve multiple 

customers more easily (Koponen & Rytsy 2020). 

 

Bages-Amat et al. (2020) found that B2B decision makers agree that digital buying is as 

effective as face-to-face. They highlighted that by digitalizing business models, B2B firms 

are able to get significant competitive advantage and loyal customers faster than their 

competitors. As there are multiple people participating in the decision making and the 

number of purchased items is higher making B2B ecommerce decision making process 

complex (Vincent et al. 2017). Trust is a key issue in B2B ecommerce, thus the product 

quality, authenticity, availability should be monitored as well as smooth process till 

transaction (Yuan et al. 2021). 
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3 DIGITAL B2B MARKETING 

 

Roughly a quarter of a century has passed since the emergence of Internet and its commercial 

use and during this period the business environment has changed rapidly (Kannan & Li 

2017). This chapter represents different tools and theories for digital marketing especially in 

B2B environment. Even though this research does not aim to measure the effectiveness of 

different marketing methods in action, it is essential to understand the techniques and 

channels available in order to answer the third sub-question; “Which channels the B2B 

customers use and what type of content do they prefer?”. B2B marketing has traditionally 

been practiced only in the offline environment (Pandey 2020), however during recent 

decades the shift have been seen moving more to the online platforms (Lacka & Chong 

2016). Additionally, until recently many organizations perceive that digital marketing will 

benefit only B2C organizations (Lacka & Chong 2016). Many organizations are unaware of 

the best practices for digital B2B marketing, because of lack of comprehensive research on 

this area (Pandey 2020). 

 

The American Marketing Association (2021) defines digital marketing as a way of using 

social or digital channels to reach customers or promoting the brand and it can be done for 

example on Internet, search engines, mobile devices and social media. They state that digital 

marketing requires that firms come up with new ways to market to their customers as well 

as understanding the effect of their buying behaviour. Moreover, Kannan and Li (2017) 

define digital marketing as “an adaptive, technology-enabled process by which firms 

collaborate with customers and partners to jointly create, communicate, deliver, and sustain 

value for all stakeholders.”. Digital marketing is leveraged by B2B firms as it can benefit 

them strategically by improving cost-effectiveness and giving competitive advantage from 

possible innovative new ways of communication (Karjaluoto et al. 2015). One of the key 

benefits of digital marketing is that its results can be more accurately assessed compared to 

offline marketing (Järvinen et al. 2012). 

 

It is notable, that unlike in B2C domain, B2B marketers aim at intermediates in the value 

chain instead of reaching the end users, thus the value proposition is usually technical or 

economic rather than perceptual (Lilien 2016). As already noted in the earlier chapters, the 

B2B buying journeys are evolving. By adopting customer decision journey in B2B, as much 
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as 40 percent of the marketing expenses can be directed to the activities creating higher ROI, 

increasing sales 5-10 percent and retention 30 percent on the average (Lingqvist et al. 2013). 

When marketers understand the customer journeys, they are capable to guide the expenses 

and marketing messages to those exact moments where the potential to reach the right 

customers at the exact right time is maximal (Court et al. 2009). In order to create marketing 

strategy and define the targets, Webster and Wind (1972) advice firms to utilize buyer 

behaviour model, which aids to understand the B2B customers and the key factors affecting 

on the responsiveness of the marketing. Industry affects which digital channel resonates the 

best for the company, thus it is essential to truly know the customers and leverage these 

insights for business (Bughin 2014). 

 

In order to be successful and generate high quality leads, the marketing activities need to be 

matched to customers journey and the ways the buyers search and buy the products. 

Generally, there are three ways for searching information; Google, blogs and social media 

channels. (Halligan 2014). Karjaluoto et al.’s (2015) study reveals that general brand 

marketing conducted in digital channels might not achieve the results wanted for the reason 

that it does not reach the right customers and even when it does, these customers do not 

consider general marketing relevant for them. Traditionally, in-person events such as 

tradeshows and conferences are considered the most popular marketing methods in B2B 

environment. However, the shift of marketing budget spending’s is moving more and more 

to online. (Guttman 2020a). Karjaluoto et al. (2015) highlights that personal selling is yet 

dominating the B2B marketing communication mix, thus firms should aim to seek ways to 

support this with digital marketing communication. In order to reach potential customers, 

marketers are using different online marketing channels such as search and display 

marketing, e-mail marketing, re-targeting and social media marketing (Anderl et al. 2016). 

 

One of the most common traditional marketing strategies is the marketing mix consisting of 

the four P’s, namely product, place, price and promotion (Kotler & Armstrong 2017, 77). 

Ettenson et al. (2013) created a reformed model, the so called SAVE framework which is 

more suitable especially for B2B domain. The model emphasizes solution over product, 

access over the place, value over price and finally education over promotion. These aspects 

should be aligned to the customer journey. As noted, the majority of the buying decision is 
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made before even contacting the supplier, thus it is clear that the value-based conversation 

with the B2B customers starts with marketing (Kelly et al. 2017, 32). 

 

Inbound marketing is a digital marketing strategy that directs the customers to the brand 

when they are looking for a solution to their problem (Kowalewicz 2020). It is an opposite 

to push marketing (outbound) which refers to pushing the marketing message through 

different channels to the customer, whereas pull (inbound) strategy aims directing the 

marketing activities toward customer and luring them towards the firm and its offerings 

(Kotler & Armstrong 2017, 441). During recent years, inbound marketing has been seen to 

be more effective than traditional outbound techniques, not to mention it also more cost-

effective. As the buyer behaviour is changing and becoming more digital, it is even more 

justified to employ this strategy. (Kowalewicz 2020). Traditional outbound marketing 

techniques are for example e-mail marketing, tv, radio, print advertising and trade shows 

(Halligan 2014). Some of the rising future marketing tactic trends among B2B marketers are 

expected to be personalization, video marketing, inbound marketing, AI and automation 

(Guttmann 2020d). The following sub-chapters will focus on the most relevant digital 

outbound marketing techniques integral to this this research and represents their key points 

briefly. 

 

3.1 Digital Content Marketing 

 

Today content marketing is one of the most effective digital marketing techniques for B2B 

firms (Guttman 2020a), and unique content can be created for example through blogs, white 

papers, videos, webinars, podcasts, webcasts or visuals such as infographics (Halligan 2014, 

24). Hollebeek and Macky (2019) defines digital content marketing (DCM) as providing 

brand-related content through digital platforms that is relevant and valuable to both prospects 

and existing customers in order to foster engagement, relationships and trust. According to 

Demand Metric, well-done content marketing is 62 % less expensive than traditional 

marketing, whilst it generates three times more leads per spent dollar. Companies are 

investing heavily in content, however many of them fail to deliver content that resonates to 

their customers, as up to 94 % of prospects have disengaged with the company due to 

irrelevant content according to Corporate Executive Board (CEB) research (Kelly et al. 

2017, 5). 
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Yaghtin et al. (2020) were studying the most important and valuable DCM types in B2B 

context. They highlighted that firms should emphasize the helping approach instead of 

selling approach and to produce different type of content to different target audiences. To 

answer the audiences’ informational needs, the content should be relevant, engaging and 

compelling which fosters customer loyalty and builds awareness as well as helps the firm to 

reach their objectives such as managing leads, attracting and retaining customers as well as 

creating online traffic. (Yaghtin et al. 2020). Taiminen and Ranaweera (2019) also found 

helpfulness and problem-solving as the key drivers for B2B trust, engagement and value-

leaden relationships. The most valuable types of B2B content marketing are considered to 

be articles and blog posts, reviews and testimonials, whitepapers, videos, webinars, research 

reports, social media posts and finally content created with partners, respectively (Guttmann 

2020c). 

 

3.2 Social Media Marketing 

 

Social media can be used to have influence on the different stages of B2B buying journey 

(Diba et al. 2019). According to Ancillai et al. (2019), today’s empowered B2B buyers are 

relying on social media in their purchasing journey. A study which analysed over 500 

decision makers in different industries in medium and large sized corporations conducted by 

Forbes found, that as many as 83 % of these decision makers used social media while 

choosing the supplier and even 92 % of these claimed that social media had influenced on 

their decision. (Schimel 2018). Contradictory, there are also research indicating the 

challenges with B2B social media marketing. Karjaluoto et al. (2015) argues, that in B2B 

context social media marketing might not be the most effective channel, as the decision 

makers might not be there added to the fact that B2B customers might not want to 

communicate openly about confidential issues in social media. Public and open 

communication in social media might jeopardize the customers business as well as the 

supplier firm’s competitive advantage. (Karjaluoto et al. 2015) 

 

Swani et al. (2017) were studying the responsiveness of different B2B posts compared to 

B2C posts in social media. They found that B2B firms should highlight brand name in their 

posts as the buyers tend to show their interest towards a specific brand with their likes. The 
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study also surprisingly found that emotional posts were more popular in B2B than B2C, as 

these improve relationships and offer different type of value. The authors suggested that 

direct calls to purchase should be avoided in B2B domain. (Swani et al. 2017). Karjaluoto et 

al. (2015) advice that digital channels should be used to offer more deeper and personal 

communication with B2B customer relationships, whereas general presence in social media 

helps mainly only on building and creating brand awareness. The top social media platforms 

B2B marketers worldwide are using comprises LinkedIn, Twitter, Facebook, YouTube and 

Instagram (Guttman 2020a; Content Marketing Institute & MarketingProfs 2020). 

 

One interesting rising trend in digital B2B marketing is social selling which has evolved due 

to changes in B2B buying behaviour caused by digitalization. This tactic leverages digital 

and social channels to build valuable business relationships by understanding, engaging and 

connecting with existing customers, prospect and influencers during different and relevant 

touchpoints in their purchasing journey (Ancillai et al. 2019) and is usually combined with 

value-based selling (Terho et al. 2017). Salespeople need organizational support to 

implement the social media strategy to pull customers towards their offerings (Agnihotri et 

al. 2012), thus it is essential to intensify and foster cooperation between sales and marketing 

units. 

 

3.3 Search Engine Marketing 

 

Search Engine Marketing (SEM) is a paid marketing tactic which enables higher ranking on 

the search results list, also known as pay-per-click marketing. Search engine optimization 

(SEO) in turn, uses organic strategy to display on search results, for example with help of 

relevant key words and content. (Mottola 2019). Search optimization and marketing were 

considered as the second most effective tactics for B2B lead generation, producing highest 

ROI according to B2B marketers in the US (Guttmann 2020b). The primary reason for 

distributing paid B2B content either through search engines or pay-per-click (PPC) is to 

create awareness, generating revenues and improve ROI (Guttmann 2020a). It is valuable to 

understand which are the keywords the customers are using during their pre-purchase 

journey and utilize these to improve SEO (DeMers 2014). 

 



 

32 

 

3.4 Email Marketing 

 

Email marketing is traditionally considered as one of the outbound marketing techniques 

(Halligan 2014) and is found to be acceptable, convenient and appropriate in B2B 

communication (Danaher & Rossiter 2011; Järvinen et al. 2012). However, there are still 

downsides in email marketing. Halligan (2014) noted that few decades ago, email marketing 

was very effective way of reaching potential new customers, whereas nowadays consumers 

mails are full of junk messages leading to low opening rates and responsiveness. Halligan 

(2014) claims that consumers are getting tired of these traditional outbound marketing 

techniques and are increasingly skilled to block these types of ads.  

 

However, email marketing should not be fully ignored as recent statistics indicate that email 

marketing is still the most effective B2B marketing method creating highest ROI (Guttmann 

2020b), even though it is harder to get the marketing message through and requires more 

effort than before. As the B2B buying behaviour is changing, marketers need to come up 

with new ways of reaching the customers as well (Halligan 2014). 

 

3.5 B2B Buyer Personas 

 

To create personal and engaging content, B2B marketers should understand and know their 

target audience. According to a research by Aberdeen (Stone 2015), 73 % higher conversion 

can be achieved by using buyer personas and mapping the B2B customer journeys. 

(Skrabanek 2019). A buyer persona is a detailed description of the firms target customers 

including geographic and demographic information explaining who these customers are and 

why are they buying (Duran 2018). A study of B2B marketers found that even though 

majority of enterprise-level companies have a content strategy, as much as half are not using 

buyer personas to generate demand or design content to target these profiles (Springer 2016). 

It is essential to bear in mind that buyer personas should be updated and modified regularly 

as the buyers are also changing over time (Duran 2018). Buyer personas are relevant 

regarding this research, as the commissioner company’s customers will be segmented and 

profiled before conducting the interviews. 
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Marketers have noticed that even though traditional outbound strategies such as tradeshows, 

advertising and cold calls are reaching large pools of customers, they succeed to convert 

leads into buyers poorly. Account based marketing (ABM) allows to customize and 

personalize the marketing to customers individual needs and expectations. ABM is one the 

trending marketing strategies and research indicates that ABM allows to generate 71 % 

higher ROI compared to traditional marketing methods (Tareeq 2020). Hereby, the buyer 

profiles are first step towards successful ABM. 
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4 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

 

This chapter represents how the empirical part of the research is conducted and how the data 

is gathered and analysed. The aim of this study is to understand thoroughly the whole process 

the B2B customers go through during their purchase process and which are the underlying 

motives, pain points and values during their journey. The research is qualitative in nature, 

which is interpretative and a suitable approach when wanting to analyse meanings and 

relationships between different participants in order to build conceptual framework and 

theoretical contribution (Saunders et al. 2016, 168). Qualitative research is an inductive 

process, which is simultaneously interested in multiple factors affecting on the outcome and 

is context specific including theories and patterns (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2015, 25). The 

research strategy is a case study research (Saunders et al. 2016, 169) and uses inductive 

approach to test the existing theories by using qualitative methods (Saunders et al. 2016, 

569). More specifically, as there are multiple different corporations representing individual 

different cases, the research is multiple case study, and the results are assumed to include 

similarities (Saunders et al. 2016, 187). 

 

Reason for choosing interviews as research method for this study is that they enable to 

discover the underlying motives behind the answers (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2015, 34). B2B 

research data is more difficult to gather compared to B2C data, as B2B data is narrower and 

usually requires cooperation within one or more organizations (Lilien 2016). The 

commissioner company’s clients consist of firms operating in different industries, which is 

why the empirical part of the research started by identifying the key customers and decision 

makers and creating customer segments of the commissioner company’s B2B clients which 

were further refined to customer profiles. The total number of different industry profiles was 

three and each of these profiles included three different companies, counting for the total of 

the interviews to be nine. Advantages of interviews are greater opportunity to motivate 

interviewees compared to form interviews, it is also more flexible allowing clarifications 

and observing emotions as well as interviews may indicate interrelations between 

phenomena (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2015, 36). The questions of the interview were emerged 

from the literature and the five-stage customer journey act as the core of the interviews. 
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4.1 Research context and case description 

 

The commissioner company of this research is a mid-sized Finnish company operating in 

textile and fashion industry and their offerings are considered as SMCG’s. The industry size 

in Finland is 3,400 corporations employing 22,000 people and accounting 4,4 billion euros 

of revenue. The industry considers for example manufacturing and retailing of clothing, 

shoes and interior textiles. (Suomen Tekstiili & Muoti 2019). The company operates mainly 

in domestic business and the majority of the company’s business operations lies within B2C 

business. However, the company aims to seek for growth in B2B domain where they have 

much untapped potential and opportunities, where this thesis aims to contribute and give 

tools for. The company’s target B2B customers are fragmented in different industries and 

are mainly retailers, corporate gift firms and hotel, restaurant and catering firms (HORECA).  

 

The challenge with the commissioner company is their lack of resources and knowhow in 

B2B domain as well as how the marketing should be conducted, when and where the 

marketing resources should be targeted to get maximal benefit, how to create additional 

value to customers and how to reach the right decision makers at the right time of their 

journey. As already noted, the B2B buying is changing and moving more online, meaning 

that firms that are incapable to regenerate themselves and leverage the emerging 

opportunities will fall from their competitors and miss emerging new competitive 

advantages. This thesis and its results provide the firm a profound base and tools to become 

the frontrunner in Finland’s textile and fashion industry when it comes to digital B2B 

domain. 

 

4.2 Data collection and analysis methods 

 

The data collection started by finding and gathering relevant existing literature from the LUT 

university’s library base. Focus with chosen literature was in academic and professional 

journals and high-quality articles as well as reports and books. All the chosen literature was 

critically reviewed. The challenge with gathering literature was that the topic and academic 

research related to this thesis is relatively narrow, as found that multiple researchers call for 

more research in the B2B domain (Lilien 2015; Mora Cortez & Johnston 2017; Pandey 2020; 

Wiersema 2013). The aim with this thesis was to utilize B2B related theories and studies 
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only, however in some cases relevant B2C related theories needed to be utilized as well as 

they enabled to create richer overall picture. 

  

As presented, the nature of this research is qualitative. Interviews were chosen as a method 

for gathering primary data, for the reason that B2B buying is more complex (Grewal et al. 

2015), allowing to gather rich data from free form interviews and giving more deep insights 

compared to for example traditional questionnaires. Another reasons for choosing interviews 

are that topic is relatively little studied academically and the aim is to deepen knowledge and 

the answers are assumed to be diverse and multidimensional (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2015, 35). 

Due to the global pandemic, the interviews were conducted online via Microsoft Teams 

instead of real-life face-to-face interviews. As the interviewed companies were Finnish, the 

interviews were conducted using Finnish language. The typology of the interviews is semi-

structured and non-standardised which are typical with qualitative research. Semi-structured 

interviews were especially suitable for this study as they allowed to the interviewees as well 

as the researcher to ask refining questions as well. This study is also exploratory in nature, 

which usually incorporates open-ended questions and questions about “how” and “what” in 

order to explore and gain insights about phenomenon, problem or issue (Saunders et al. 2015, 

174-175). 

 

The interviews consisted of list of themes and key questions; however, the structure might 

vary between interviewees (Saunders et al. 2015, 391), as in this case the interviewees might 

have answered some of the following questions during their previous answers. Other 

characteristics of a research interview are that the researcher aims to convey a realistic 

picture of the interviewee's thoughts, experiences and perceptions (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2015, 

41). Interviews are recommended when personal contact and trust are valued and when the 

theme of the questions is somehow sensitive or confidential, which is usually the case in 

B2B environment. Semi-structured interviews are most advantageous in this research as the 

questions are rather complex, there are many of them and they are open-ended to some 

extent. (Saunders et al. 2015, 394). The flow of data collection and processing can be seen 

from figure 4 below. After the structure of the interviews and questions were formed, pilot 

questions were asked in order to test the data gathering beforehand and to be able to 

recognize and make final last adjustments needed. 
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Figure 4 Data collection and processing 

 

Fundamentals of the interviews are gathered in table 3 below. The chosen profiles are as 

follows; Profile 1 consists of Retailers, Profile 2 consists of HORECA actors and final 

Profile 3 incorporates typical general private corporations from different industries, namely 

all the other buyer firms who do not fall under the Retailer or HORECA section. All the 

interviews were conducted during March 2021 within three weeks and the duration of the 

interviews varied anywhere from 23 to 58 minutes. The variation between interview duration 

indicates that there is multiple different type of purchasing processes, some of them being 

more complex and some of them more streamlined than the others depending, on the 

company and the industry. In order to get as deep insight as possible, the interviewees 

anonymity was guaranteed, thus in this report only the industry as well as the title of the 

interviewee will be presented. 

 

  

Pilot questions

Semi-structured interviews

Transcription of the answers

Qualitative content analysis
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Table 3 Summary of the interviews 

Profile Industry Interviewee Date of the interview Duration 

1A Retailer Sales Manager 8th March 2021 37 min 

1B Retailer Buyer 12th March 2021 34 min 

1C Retailer Sales Manager 25th March 2021 52 min 

2A HORECA Purchasing Director 17th March 2021 58 min 

2B HORECA CEO 18th March 2021 26 min 

2C HORECA Purchasing Director 18th March 2021 48 min 

3A Private Sector CEO 12th March 2021 22 min 

3B Private Sector CEO 19th March 2021 34 min 

3C Private Sector Executive Assistant 23rd March 2021 48 min 

 

The approach to this research is inductive, meaning that existing theories are leveraged in 

order to shape the research as well as data analysis process (Saunders et al. 2016, 569). The 

theoretical framework of this study worked as basis for the data collection and forming of 

the interview questions, including aspects from purchasing process, customer experience and 

different digital channels and content preferences. The answers were audio-recordered and 

transcripted with the permission of the interviewees. Transcription was used for the reason 

that there were multiple interviewees, and the duration of the interviews were rather long 

(Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2015, 138). Transcription was part of the data analysis, as it allowed for 

getting familiar with the data. The transcripted data was cleaned from possible repeated and 

filler words which are typical in are typical of colloquial language (such as like, that and er), 

in order to better interpret the data, however, taking care that the original content does not 

suffer. The total number of transcripted text pages was eventually around 66 pages. The data 

is analysed by using thematic analysis which is systematic and flexible way for finding 

patterns and key themes from the data (Saunders et al. 2016, 579). 

 

Another data analysis method used was the interpretation of the material (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 

2015, 151). To better interpretate the data, each interview was processed as an individual 

case and each case was mapped as a customer journey map including all the different aspects 

the interviewee raised and answered around it. After this, the cases were compared by using 

cross-case analysis in order to find similarities and patterns and to create revised theoretical 

framework. With the analysis, the material was descripted, combined and classified 

(Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2015, 145). The aim with the interviews was to uncover the struggles 
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the customers would have with any supplier (Toman et al. 2017), thus the interviewees were 

encouraged to describe their experiences not only with the commissioner company, but with 

other suppliers they operate with as well. Aim with the analyses is to look for patterns and 

to analyse how the customers truly make decisions in contrast to how they say they make 

them. 

 

4.3 Reliability and validity 

 

Reliability and validity refer to how well the research results can be generalised and how 

consistent the research is (Saunders et al. 2016, 202). To improve these issues, the number 

of interviewed companies was chosen to be wide enough, including multiple companies from 

the same industry profile. It was also essential to find the right decision makers from the 

organizations, who know profoundly their purchasing processes. As the research is 

conducted during exceptional global situation due to the COVID-19, the interviewees were 

asked also to analyse whether the pandemic has affected their purchasing processes, which 

in turn increases the reliability and validity of the research. Many academics also lack the 

industry knowledge; thus, it is vital to get organizations to participate in the academic 

research, in order to conduct high quality B2B research (Lilien 2016), thus the reliability of 

this study increases as there are multiple organizations taking part in it. 

 

Another issue that reinforces the reliability and validity of this research is that the researcher 

has work experience in B2B domain in commissioner company which increases the 

understanding of the nature of the context. The themes of the interview were sent to the 

participants beforehand, so that they are informed about the objectives of the study and could 

get familiar with the topics, which in turn also improves the reliability and validity of this 

research (Saunders et al. 2015, 429). The data collection and analysis processes are aimed to 

be depicted as precisely as possible to avoid anything being left for interpretation. 

 

As semi-structured interviews allowed more flexible interviews, it was important that 

additional questions were formed in a way where the researcher does not lead the interviewee 

to a specific answer. Due to the nature of this study and the wide scope and open nature it 

has, it is possible that some answers might have been left unsaid with some of the 

respondents, however it can be assumed that the most important and significant factors are 
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the ones that comes first to the respondents’ minds and get emphasized. Possibility for biases 

and errors are part of the interview process, and one of them is misunderstanding of the 

question, which was minimised by encouraging the interviewees to ask clarifying questions. 

As this research leverages human interpretation, it was important that the analysis of the 

results was aimed to carry out as objectively as possible, so that the researcher’s own 

expectations, biases or prejudices do not affect which issues and findings are raised from the 

transcripted text. 
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5 RESEARCH FINDINGS 

 

This chapter represents the empirical findings of the study. To better interpret the findings, 

the data gathered is further categorized to themes based on the research sub-questions and 

further into sub-themes based on the different topics inside the roof theme. The following 

sections first depicts the results related to the actual buying process and stages. 

Exceptionally, the touchpoints are presented in the chapter 5.3, as they were better suited to 

this chapter as this chapter describes the channels used as well. Next, the findings influencing 

on value creation and customer experience are presented followed by the content preferences 

as well as the channels and aforementioned touchpoints used by the buyers. To give more 

profound picture of the answers, some of the key parts from the interviews are presented as 

citations along the findings. Finally, the revised model of the theoretical framework is 

presented, which describes the key findings of this study. 

 

5.1 Stages and in the B2B buying journey 

 

This chapter represents the results related to the very first sub-question: “Which are the 

stages and touchpoints in the B2B journey?”. The findings are presented by adapting the 

five stage B2B customer journey model starting from need or problem recognition, to 

information gathering, to evaluation and negotiation, to purchasing and using and finally to 

re-purchase and loyalty. The final sub-chapter represents the findings related to how the 

global pandemic has influenced the buying behaviour and process. 

 

5.1.1 Need or problem recognition 

 

With every organization, the purchasing process started with the need recognition. As there 

are multiple different types of firms and industries, the need sources can be 

multidimensional. The emerged factors influencing on the need phase are gathered in table 

4 below. Generally, the need or problem recognition can be divided into two categories: 

internal or external need to the buying firm or the buyer. In some cases, the need arises long 

before actually reaching the B2B buyer as there might be multiple stakeholders in between 

the actual need and the buyer. Need is seen as the most important trigger for the purchase, 

as for example HORECA company 2A denoted, that it does not matter how interesting the 
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product is or how compelling the ad is, if there is no need among the end-users, the purchase 

process cannot begin. 

 

Table 4 Factors influencing on need or problem emergence 

Need recognition 1A 1B 1C 2A 2B 2C 3A 3B 3C Freq. 

Buyers’ client x x x x x x    67 % 

Buyers’ own feelings x x x  x x   x 67 % 

Corporate values       x x x 33 % 

Part of the process       x x x 33 % 

Market changes    x  x    22 % 

Environmental aspects   x x      22 % 

Brand related changes    x  x    22 % 

Low stock levels x  x       22 % 

Current product is discontinued    x      11 % 

Changes in the product    x      11 % 

Volume has dropped    x      11 % 

Changes in the corporate strategy    x      11 % 

Availability problems    x      11 % 

 

In so called external cases, the need arises when the buyer discusses with their client or with 

the end-user of the product or the buyer gets straight impulse from their client’s side. The 

client or end-user might already have a specific brand or product in their mind. The buyer’s 

customer or the end user whose need is being satisfied, might want something totally new 

or needs renewing for the old products. Generally, the buyer first aims to satisfy the need by 

searching for similar product from their current assortment or from the current suppliers’ 

assortments. This is due for the reason that the buyer firm usually gets benefit from 

centralizing the purchases, such as no need to establish new partnerships from the scratch. 

Company 3C also told that they have familiar salespeople which they trust and ask for help 

first. 

 

”The aim is always to look at the solutions from existing partners. This is for the reason that 

we would like our business to also be good business for our suppliers as well and centralizing 

is always the smartest. We also check whether we already have a solution among the existing 

products, that do we really need this new product or will taking it only cannibalize our own 

assortment.” - RETAILER 1C 
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”The need arises from the restaurant or chain level, and then to match their needs I start to 

acquire for a particular product … Additionally, I also suggest products if I see or hear about 

something suitable. It is an integral part of this job to discuss with stakeholders and if they 

have something new or new innovations, then it goes the other way around and I tell that 

product like this is available. However, ultimately the need is always at the end-user’s level.” 

-HORECA 2C 

 

When it comes to internal need recognition, much of this is due to buyers own feelings, 

whether they see something nice or hears about something new. These ideas might come 

from multiple different sources, such as from internal sales team, colleagues from different 

units and in some cases even from their family members. All of the respondents from private 

sector, counting for one third of the respondents, indicated that their corporate values were 

the key factor affecting on need emerging. These values are for example customer’s and staff 

satisfaction. Additionally, all the respondents from private sector indicated that the need 

emerging is part of their process which arises yearly. 

 

”Actually, it stems from our company's own values that we want to be customer-oriented and 

pay attention to our customers and invest in customer service ... We are a family run business, 

and we want that taking care is conveyed to our customers as well.” – PRIVATE SECTOR 3B 

 

HORECA industry highlighted that the market changes, new innovations and possible better 

prices were also key reasons for need or problem emergence. Brand related changes, for 

example when wanting to make updates to the brand appearance, were also seen as drivers 

for the need in HORECA industry. Corporates 1C and 2A also highlighted the environmental 

aspects, as the trigger for new need might be due to for example new packaging or product 

which is less harmful for the environment. With retailers, one clear indicator for need 

emergence was low stock levels, and they usually have systems which alert when there is 

need for refill. Other triggers for need emerging were if the current product is discontinued, 

changes in the product, product volume has dropped, changes in the corporate strategy (for 

example no more use of cotton) and availability problems with product or raw material. 

 

”Or it could be, if there is some packaging material or something like that, then it can have an 

environmental perspective, which creates that positive image and would be a less environmentally 

damaging option.” - HORECA 2A 
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5.1.2 Information gathering 

 

The information gathering starts by mapping existing suppliers or products. In multiple cases 

the company already has standard suppliers which they contact directly via email or phone. 

The channels mentioned for using to gather information are presented in the table 5 below. 

In this section, the answers were fairly fragmented, thus there were no clear industry specific 

answers, rather buyer specific. The most frequently mentioned channel for information 

gathering was e-mail. Next most often raised channels were the search engines and these 

were used for both with the existing suppliers as well as for finding information about 

entirely new suppliers or products. In some cases, the respondents even might find the 

information needed faster from other than the supplier’s websites, such as from the websites 

of another retailer of the product. With standard suppliers, the information gathering might 

also start by directly contacting the supplier. B2B ecommerce’s and their usage for 

information search was rather high, as for example all the respondents from retailer sector 

said they are using B2B ecommerce’s for information gathering. 

 

Table 5 Channels used for information gathering 

Information gathering 1A 1B 1C 2A 2B 2C 3A 3B 3C Freq. 

E-mail x x x   x x x x 78% 

Internet / Search engines x x  x x x x  x 78% 

Supplier websites  x x  x  x x x 67% 

Contact to supplier x x x x     x 56% 

B2B ecommerce x x x      x 44% 

Colleagues and global networks    x  x x  x 44% 

Phone calling   x      x 22% 

Social media     x  x   22% 

Fairs x         11% 

MS Teams   x       11% 

Market data and trends    x      11% 

Articles    x      11% 

WhatsApp   x       11% 

Own industry knowledge      x    11% 
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Consulting colleagues and utilizing global networks were among most frequently mentioned 

ways for gathering information. Other channels that received less attention were phone 

calling, social media, fairs, MS Teams, market data and trends that were got from the 

suppliers, different articles, WhatsApp and finally the interviewee’s own industry 

knowledge. 

 

”If there is a product like this that is not on your own site yet, then sometimes it can often be 

found in another store. So that's how I can actually find that information about that product 

faster.”. – RETAILER 1B 

 

”This is largely based on such strong industry knowledge and supplier field knowledge. And 

then, of course, you can talk a bit with your colleagues and then with the strangest of the 

industry, Google is good to be able to scan who's out there. Those can then be approached 

separately with more specific questions. ”– HORECA 2C 

 

” I’ve mapped what we need and what we want. Then I start Googling. Possibly in your case, 

I saw multiple social media ads under the Christmas, as far as I recall.” – PRIVATE SECTOR 

3A 

 

Majority finds information gathering phase extremely time-consuming. However, retailer 

1C noted, that if it were easy everyone would do it. Data gathering and processing takes time 

usually for the reason, that data is fragmented to multiple different sources. With repeated 

purchases, the information gathering is seen as a simple and fast task. Only company 3C 

finds the information gathering as a nice and interesting thing to do despite taking time. 

Majority of the respondents (67 %) search information with the brand rather than with the 

product. Company 2A starts the search with the product and only after narrows down the 

options with the specific brands found. In addition, in HORECA industry, the brand was 

seen more important only when the product is visible to the end-users or when doing brand 

cooperation’s or wanting to message something with the product. 

 

“Information gathering is definitely time consuming, probably the most time can be spent 

during this phase … the data gathering, and its preparation is definitely the hardest step, for 

the reason it has to be fetched from multiple sources.” -HORECA 2A 
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Reasons for journey to end during this phase are if the cooperation is not smooth and tackles, 

the buyer does not get the information needed or naturally, the buyer does not find suitable 

product. All the respondents highlighted that they contact the seller straight after the need 

and in most of the cases there is some type of initial search or mapping beforehand conducted 

by the buyer. In retail industry, the contact to standard suppliers happens in some cases only 

after they have got an order from their own client. When asking about the significance of 

availability and access to high quality information, there was no doubt that these have highly 

important roles for all the respondents. Since information gathering is time-consuming, the 

respondents found the availability and specificity of the information to facilitate their work. 

 

“It is extremely important, because if there is such a supplier who has poorly information on their 

own pages or really does not have any product information at all and makes you need to search and 

dig for the information somewhere or search for pictures of the products, then yes at that point there 

will already be such a feeling that no thanks that whether this is useless to even start cooperation. So 

yes, it is really important that information is available.” – RETAILER 1B 

 

” Well, of course it has a big meaning. It means that you don't have to spend so much time there and 

then I think it also creates a certain image of the supplier, that you can get that information easily 

from there. That also creates persuasiveness and maybe reinforces that feeling towards that supplier.” 

– RETAILER 1C 

 

Exception for others was retailer 1B, which started the evaluation phase already during the 

need phase. There is a team of five people who are thinking that should we take this new 

supplier, and only after the team decides and assigns the person who will start the 

information gathering and contacting the supplier. 

 

5.1.3 Evaluation and negotiation 

 

There are multiple factors influencing on the decision making and answers were similar 

despite the industry, these results are gathered in table 6 below. The most important criterion 

affecting on final decision is product quality and durability, as this factor rose during every 

interview. It should be noted, that even though price is significant factor for majority of the 

companies, it never came up as the first factor, only after other factors and some even 

separately indicating that the brand and quality were valued over the price. Availability and 
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fast deliveries were considered significant factors affecting on the decision making. These 

factors were also mentioned as key issues and biggest pain points during the whole process 

and being key issues determining whether the journey ends or continues. Majority of the 

respondents also highlighted the importance of sustainability issues, as the role of 

responsibility has increased significantly starting to be  a major part of companies’ strategies 

today. This included for example that the supplier should operate ecologically, transparently 

and ethically and taking into account the environmental issues and recycling aspects. 

 

Table 6 Criterion for decision making 

Factors influencing on decision 1A 1B 1C 2A 2B 2C 3A 3B 3C Freq. 

Quality, durability x x x x x x x x x 100 % 

Price x x x 
  

x x x x 78 % 

Availability and fast deliveries x x 
   

x x x x 67 % 

Sustainability x 
 

x x 
 

x 
 

x x 67 % 

Domesticity x x x 
   

x x 
 

56 % 

Brand x x x x 
  

x 
  

56 % 

Usefulness 
  

x x 
  

x x x 56 % 

Good product pictures and data x x 
    

x 
  

56 % 

Origin, manufacturing and materials   
 

x 
 

x 
  

x 33 % 

Product appearance 
   

x 
   

x x 33 % 

Continuing or NOOS product  
 

x 
    

x 
 

22 % 

Logistic and storage possibilities  
 

x 
     

x 22 % 

Reputation 
      

x 
  

22 % 

Easy access to salespeople 
      

x 
  

11 % 

Emotions and feelings 
 

x 
       

11 % 

Product variants 
 

x 
       

11 % 

Reliable websites 
 

x 
       

11 % 

Professional customer service  
   

x 
    

11 % 

Positive earlier experiences 
    

x 
    

11 % 

Speciality and uniqueness 
  

x 
      

11 % 

Product features 
     

x 
   

11 % 

Extra service  
  

x 11 % 

 

Over half of the respondents highlighted that domesticity is one key determinant for the 

purchase decision, and during these times its role has even emphasized. Additionally, brand 

and usefulness of the product were highlighted by majority of the respondents. These factors 
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were followed by good product pictures and data, origin, manufacturing and raw materials, 

product appearance, continuing or never-out-of-stock (NOOS) product, logistics and storage 

possibilities, reputation, easy access to salespeople, emotions and feelings, product variants, 

reliable websites, professional customer service, positive earlier experiences as well as 

specialty and uniqueness of the product, respectively. 

 

“Today, domesticity is pretty strong issue to many of our customers, even a precondition for 

certain partnerships that everything should be made in Finland. It is a pretty big challenge as 

we know.” – RETAILER 1C 

 

The final purchase decision can be done by the buyer themselves, however, if the purchase 

is something new or the value of the purchase is significantly high, there might be multiple 

stakeholders such as CEO’s, executive team, purchasing units and managers whose seal of  

approval is needed before the actual purchase. 

 

”Well usually, if it's the kind of product that needs to be tested, the kind that goes there for 

restaurant tests, then we take those feedbacks and then we go through it for the group that has 

influenced the requirements, that these were the most potential ones and then these have good 

this and the weaknesses are these. In a way, the number of alternatives is already reduced by 

the procurement unit before those alternatives are presented to other stakeholders. But then 

of course there can be smaller product exchanges where we already have an existing product 

and then have need to switch even in the middle of the season because the current supplier for 

example would discontinue that product and ... its product specs are the same so it doesn't 

require testing so then the procurement can decide on such a product without needing to take 

it forward. But usually if there is a significant change in the product, then yes, it requires other 

participants than the people in the acquisition.” – HORECA 2A 

 

In some cases, the purchase process ends after the evaluation. The reasons for this are 

gathered to table 7 below. The most frequently raised reason for journey ending during this 

phase was simply the availability problems or too long delivery time. Secondly, if the 

product does not match the requirements and intended need, for example the quality is not 

good enough, the purchase journey ends. Only two respondents mentioned that price was 

one of the reasons for deciding not to purchase. This was especially in the cases where there 

are multiple options with same features and only difference is the price. 
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Table 7 Factors influencing on journey ending 

Evaluation 1A 1B 1C 2A 2B 2C 3A 3B 3C Freq. 

Too long delivery/availability problems x x    x x x  56 % 

Product does not match requirements    x   x  x 33 % 

Price    x   x   22 % 

Inconvenient terms  x        11 % 

Customer choses other option   x       11 % 

Need postpones or gets cancelled   x       11 % 

Product or whole theme changes   x       11 % 

Sustainability criterion are not fulfilled    x      11 % 

Does not get all the service wanted         x 11 % 

Does not get information      x     11 % 

  

Other raised factors influencing on journey ending were inconvenient terms for cooperation, 

customer choses an alternative, need postpones or gets cancelled, product or the whole theme 

changes, sustainability issues do not meet the requirements or if the buyer does not get all 

the service they are wanting, which could be for example special deliveries or packaging or 

embroidery and product marking. Company 2B also highlighted that the journey ends if they 

do not get information needed or the overall cooperation is not smooth. 

 

5.1.4 Purchasing and using 

 

The actual purchase can be done by different people than those who are the ones making the 

final decision about the product or the supplier, for example sales support might be in some 

cases the one making the actual order. Generally, there are two ways where the products are 

bought; either to the buyer’s warehouse or straight to the end-users. In majority of the 

processes, the decision to purchase is made after all the information is gathered from the 

supplier as up to 78 % of the respondents told so (table 8 below). Some respondents 

highlighted that it can be both, either before or after contacting the supplier depending on 

the case. Private sector company 3B mentioned that for example if the supplier is new, the 

contact is needed before being able to make the decision. Respondents also highlighted that 

decision to purchase is usually made right after the need arises, however at this point the 

supplier or the product might be still undecided. 

 



 

50 

 

Table 8 When is the purchase decision made 

Purchase decision 1A 1B 1C 2A 2B 2C 3A 3B 3C Freq. 

After contacting the supplier x x x x  x  x x 78 % 

Before contacting the supplier     x  x x  33 % 

 

”Usually at the point where we have all the information. Less often, the decision has been finalized 

before an offer has been received from you, for example. ”– RETAILER 1A 

 

”Well… A little bit maybe both. I had the whole time thought that I would order from that specific 

brand, however, if they would not have had what I should order, then naturally I would not have 

ordered anything. In principle, it is already the case that I make that purchase decision before I get 

more information. I trust that the supplier will find the type of products I need.” – HORECA 2B 

 

5.1.5 Re-purchase and loyalty 

 

When asking about factors influencing on re-purchase and customer loyalty, it was clear that 

smooth process as a whole is the number one issue as it rose up during every interview (table 

9 below). Smooth process refers that everything goes well and as agreed, the products arrive 

on time, to the right place with the right quantity and right documents with no hidden 

surprising costs. And most importantly, the process should be easy, painless and effortless 

with no need for extra monitoring. All this was seen to increase trust towards the supplier, 

fostering customer loyalty and encouraging for long-term relationship. In many cases, these 

factors were seen as self-evident, although they do not always realize. 

 

Table 9 Factors influencing on re-purchase and customer loyalty 

Re-purchase & Loyalty 1A 1B 1C 2A 2B 2C 3A 3B 3C Freq. 

Smooth process x x x x x x x x x 100 % 

Satisfied clients/end-users x     x x x x 56 % 

Good professional service     x x x  x 44 % 

Easiness and effortlessness   x  x  x x  44 % 

Good quality and durability    x x  x   33 % 

Constant demand for the product x         11 % 

Well-handled reclamations x         11 % 

Fast deliveries  x        11 % 
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Second most frequently mentioned factor was the responsiveness and feedback from the 

buyer’s firms’ clients or the end-users of the product. When the customers are satisfied, 

happy, loving the products and there is constant demand for the product, it is clear that those 

type of products are worth of re-purchase. Good professional customer service was seen as 

an important factor influencing on whether the customer returns to the supplier. Only 

fourthly common answer was the actual product and that the product matches or exceeds the 

expectations, quality is high, the product is durable and matches the need and its intended 

use. Other less frequently risen factors were well handled reclamations and fast deliveries. 

All these factors are also affecting on buyer’s willingness to recommend the supplier to 

others, however in retail industry, references are not as common as the organization might 

get competitive advantage by having specific supplier’s products in their assortment, as 

retailer 1C denoted. 

 

”At least the fact that as we are a retailer, and if the product has constant demand and it is 

clear that it is a liked product, then absolutely. And of course, if everything is working fine, if 

the orders and all the deliveries goes always well and if there are reclamations, they will be 

handled nicely, then we have nothing bad to say.” – RETAILER 1A 

 

“Probably the fact that the product matches or at least responds if not even exceeds 

expectations and works well. It is good enough quality, it lasts for the purpose of which it was 

chosen, so usually then we want to develop more long-term cooperation. We are happy to use 

suppliers who perform well in delivery and have good quality products.” – HORECA 2A 

 

”If the customer service and overall service is professional, and I have experienced the 

products to be durable, high quality and good, then these factors make me come back to that 

supplier and therefore recommend that supplier to others as well.” – HORECA 2B 

 

”The fact that the goods arrive at the agreed place, at the agreed time, in the agreed way. That 

it works relatively easily and you can trust that the goods from there will also appear on time, 

that is the most important point.” – PRIVATE SECTOR 3B 

 

When it comes to aftersales services (table 10 below), majority were hoping or valued that 

the supplier would be in contact after the purchase asking for feedback and showing interest 

and care to foster cooperation. When done correctly, these messages might lead to re-

purchase for example as retailer 1A denoted, when suggesting similar products that the buyer 

has previously bought. Company 1C also raised a point, that aftersales contacting should be 
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done subtly avoiding useless contacting which only takes time and resources from the 

buyer’s sales team. Only companies 1B, 3A and 3B noted that there is no specific need for 

aftersales contacting. 

 

Table 10 Preferences on aftersales 

Aftersales 1A 1B 1C 2A 2B 2C 3A 3B 3C Freq. 

Hoping for or values aftersales x  x x x x   x 67 % 

No need for aftersales  x     x x  33 % 

 

When asking about how strict the overall process is, 67 % of the respondents said that the 

process is overall quite freeform (table 11 below). Naturally, most of them still have their 

own rituals and procedures for the purchasing, however the decision of what and where to 

buy is quite freeform. Two HORECA companies and one from the private sector told that 

their processes have strict guidelines and including for example procurement contracts with 

the selected suppliers. This still did not exclude the possibility for the buyer to see or hear 

something interesting or a new need emerged, and a new supplier would be under 

consideration. These buyers are more careful and rarely change the supplier in between the 

contract period. 

 

Table 11 The stringency of the purchase process 

How strict is the process 1A 1B 1C 2A 2B 2C 3A 3B 3C Freq. 

Not strict x x x  x  x  x 67 % 

Very strict    x  x  x  33 % 

 

Majority of the respondents highlighted that the purchasing process is not same with all the 

purchases. Factors affecting on the process is whether it is major or minor, who is the 

supplier and do they have B2B ecommerce and how to get information from the supplier. 

 

“Depending on the purchase size, different ordering and longer delivery times for expensive items.” 

– RETAILER 1B  
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“There are actually a lot of differences. If we have for example ordered some type of furniture or 

such, then it is not so effortless and secondly you do not get information fast from their websites, such 

as the prices or which type of products they have to offer. It might not be so effortless and fast either 

and might not react to that quickly.” - HORECA 2B 

 

”Well, maybe I purchase little more freely these products that I order myself. Then of course we might 

have specific suppliers already chosen and discounts and so on, so otherwise our purchasing is quite 

accurate.” – PRIVATE SECTOR 3C 

 

The number of stakeholders or people involved varies throughout the journey and is 

dependent on whether the purchase is major in terms of value or product features (similar to 

previous purchase or whole new product or category). Among these respondents, during the 

need stage there are one to eight persons involved, information gathering involves one to 

dozen participants, evaluation and negotiation involves one to eight persons, the actual 

purchase includes one to two person and final loyalty phase usually involves the buyer 

themselves. Especially in the private sector, the whole office can also be involved in the idea 

generation phase when the buyer is searching for information and thinking about alternatives 

which product could satisfy the need. 

 

5.1.6 COVID-19 influence on the journey 

 

Finally, the interviewees were asked whether the situation with COVID-19 has affected on 

their purchasing journey they had been describing. Majority said that there was no change 

on the process itself, however majority are more careful about what to buy. Company 1C 

also highlighted the importance from who to buy as they are paying more attention that the 

new supplier’s financial state is stable. Significant issue is also the increased amount of 

availability problems and products shortages the global pandemic is causing to suppliers. 

These issues are present in normal situation as well, however in these times the problem is 

even greater. 

 

During the exceptional time, substantial change is also that the clients, suppliers nor 

colleagues cannot be met face-to-face nor visit showrooms and fairs, making it difficult 

when needed to sign and negotiate contracts or see, evaluate and test samples. These tasks 

are now needed to be conducted partly or fully digital. However, some noted that due to this, 
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things can be done much more efficiently and quickly which in turn streamlines the business 

and processes. HORECA industry in turn, noted that processes take longer than before and 

due to for example lay-offs, there are less resources than before forcing them to prioritize 

tasks. In retailer industry, information gathering is seen to be even more time consuming 

than before, needs are cancelled, or postponed, and new innovative products and business 

ideas are needed to be created to survive. All in all, the answers indicate that even though 

there are impacts, there are no major issues that would distort the research results compared 

to a stabile situation. 

 

5.2 Value creation throughout customer experience 

 

This chapter depicts the factors that customers perceive valuable and are influencing their 

customer experience throughout the journey and therefore sheds light to the second sub-

question: “What do B2B customers perceive as valuable during their journey?”. As the topics 

are interrelated, some of the factors are similar than already described in previous chapter. 

As already noted in the re-purchase and loyalty chapter, easiness is the key when it comes 

to value creation throughout customer journey (table 12 below). Experience about easiness, 

efficient and fast process during every part of the journey was found the most valuable factor, 

as the easiness was raised by every respondent at least in some steps or multiple times during 

the description of the journey. All these increased trust, which was an essential element of 

the customer experience. Fast answers and access to information were especially important 

during the information search phase of the journey. 
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Table 12 Factors influencing on B2B customer experience 

Experience 1A 1B 1C 2A 2B 2C 3A 3B 3C Frequency 

Easiness x x x x x x x x x 100 % 

Smooth cooperation x x x x x x x x x 100 % 

Digitalized process x x x x x x x x x 100 % 

Fast answers and access to info x x x x x x x 
 

x 89 % 

Relevant contacting/emails   
 

x x x x x x x 78 % 

Aftersales call/mail x 
 

x x x x 
  

x 67 % 

Salespeople’s recommendations x x 
  

x 
 

x 
 

x 56 % 

Honesty/Trust x x x 
  

x 
   

44 % 

Ideas, feelings and fun 
 

x x 
  

x 
  

x 44 % 

Brand x    x     22 % 

Suppliers active approach x x 
   

x 
   

22 % 

Videos for information sharing x 
    

x 
   

22 % 

Product images, data, quality etc. x 
     

x 
  

22 % 

Positive earlier experiences x 
   

x 
    

22 % 

 

“It is often at least time-consuming to get those price and availability information from the 

seller. For example, we always have to ask what you have in stock and when can we get it, and 

it’s a bit like a slow way. If that information was available that we could see for example from 

the online store right away that this product has 560 units in stock and more will arrive at the 

end of March, then it would help the point when we are making that decision when that 

information comes quickly. But the fact that if you have to wait until the next day or a couple 

of days and then you wonder when you can get them.” – RETAILER 1A 

 

Digitalization and automation during the purchase process are already part of the processes, 

even though not yet used by all the suppliers. The respondents were hoping to conduct the 

purchasing process fully online or agreed that it could be conducted. Majority of the 

respondent firms are already using or have tried other suppliers B2B ecommerce, and in 

some cases the use of these is already part of the everyday work. Only two respondents from 

the private sector did not have earlier experience about these types of ecommerce’s, however 

both were very open towards using these. The most valued factors for the B2B ecommerce’s 

were accurate assortment, ease of use, fast, logical and streamlined user interface, security 

of supply, information about stock balance, product data, prices and images, ability to create 
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own assortments, easy access to professional salespeople (for. e.g. live chats), fast deliveries 

and information about delivery times. 

 

“I have a lot of suppliers that I haven’t been in contact with via email, I don’t even remember 

when the last time was. I use all the time their B2B e-commerce, and it works and goods come 

and the goods go. So, you do not need that specifically to be in contact when it just works.” -

RETAILER 1B 

 

Majority of the respondents highlighted that their emails are full of messages and junk, 

causing that sometimes even the important client messages might drown among the 

overwhelming number of messages. For this reason, 78 % of the respondents want relevant 

personalized messages and do not value irrelevant contacting or emails. They value 

information about new and possible surprising products that are interesting and which the 

buyer might not even know exist. Additionally, as noted in the chapter 5.1.6, aftersales call, 

or email leaves positive feeling for majority of the buyers, and they valued if the supplier 

asks for feedback and gives information about possible novelties or similar products they 

have previously bought, therefore facilitating their next purchase. 

 

Over half of the respondents valued the suppliers help to choose from multiple options and 

recommendations which products would be best for them. Professional salespeople were 

seen as an important factor throughout the journey and the role and contact to seller is 

essential. However, all the respondents agreed that live chats allowed by the developments 

in digitalization are reckoned way to communicate with the salespeople when needed, 

especially during the new digital era. The respondents valued the salespeople’s ability to 

understand their business and needs and the proficiency to recommend products suitable 

exactly for them. There is still some underlying concern that the live chats do not have 

competent real human being behind them, however if the professional salespeople can be 

reached through live chats, they are considered acceptable. 
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“Well, that's important. Even though you have an online store you still need to have that seller. 

However, there are things you can’t always figure out through online store, especially when 

the novelties are launched. If you have new products, and you just check them through in the 

web shop, then you might miss out something easily. The seller is capable to pick up the exact 

right products better. So yes, I think the seller is important and that you have a good 

relationship with the seller, and you can reach the seller when you need it is also essential.” 

– RETAILER 1A 

 

Nearly half of the respondents’ value honesty and ability to discuss about difficult issues as 

well. Trust and transparency were also important, for example retailer 1C highlighted that 

they hope that cooperation goes as agreed and no hidden costs or surprises comes along the 

journey. 

 

“Keeping the order confirmations and documentation up-to-date during the process is also 

important. Because then again, we have different people at different stages so that they are 

able to authenticate there. And then of course, the fact that the invoice is in accordance with 

the order confirmation, so that there are no surprising costs or anything. When the buyer 

calculates their margins, then there are no sudden small delivery charges or anything like that, 

as these are the small issues however really annoying. … And then the fact that in general the 

information is accurate about what has been agreed so then it is pretty much it, that is, these 

are kind of basic issues.” – RETAILER 1C 

 

”My experience is that indeed with all our suppliers, we can discuss about even the difficult 

issues sensibly and not to shout and rage and doing any nonsense. Things are things and 

sometimes we might even fail, but then we learn from then and move on, it is that simple.” – 

HORECA 2C 

 

Social media was seen as valuable tool for ideas, feelings, fun and especially for getting 

inspiration during the need stage of the journey even though the need did not yet exist. 

 

”So that more it is then maybe with some type of feeling things, and maybe social media can 

act as some type of idea bank, that you find there something nice and fun. So then one can start 

thinking about that.” – HORECA 2C 
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”Well, at least at the point when you generate ideas and think about the product, what is being 

acquired and maybe no decisions have been made yet, then you watch different type of ads 

more specifically. And then I'll put note to myself - and I'll meet some sellers even when the 

need is not yet current, so that when I start to acquire I already have a few preliminary 

thoughts.” – PRIVATE SECTOR 3C 

 

The importance of the brand is not only among the end-users or buyer’s client. For the buyer, 

brand is seen as an indicator about good quality and well-handled responsibility issues. Other 

factors that influenced on positive experience during the purchasing journey were the 

supplier’s active approach to cooperation and direct contacting, videos for information 

sharing, positive experience about price and quality as well as product images and data 

available. In addition, positive earlier experiences were seen to influence on the expectations 

on future purchases as well. 

 

5.3 Channels, touchpoints and content preferences 

 

This chapter represents the findings related to the third and final sub-question: “Which 

channels the B2B customers use and what type of content do they prefer?”. The results 

gathered in table 13 below confirm that there are multiple different touchpoints throughout 

the customer journey, some of them being controlled by the supplier and some of them by 

external actors. When it comes to the very early stages of the purchase process, email was 

considered as one of the most influential channels for need emerging despite the tremendous 

number of messages and junk mail. Email and newsletters as well as phone calling were also 

seen as valuable factors affecting on loyalty during aftersales service. 
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Table 13 Touchpoints and channels during journey (percentage equals frequency) 

Channel/Touchpoints Need 
Information 

gathering 
Evaluation Purchasing Loyalty 

Email/newsletters 78 % 89 %   56 % 22 % 

Internet/Search engines   100 %       

Websites 11 % 89 %       

Instagram 33 %         

Facebook 44 %         

Fairs 44 % 22 % 11 %     

B2B ecommerce   78 %   44 %   

Teams   11 % 33 %     

Other partners websites   22 %       

Phone calling 11 % 11 %     11 % 

WhatsApp   11 %       

Social media (not specified) 78 % 22 %       

Articles 11 %         

LinkedIn 22 %         

WoM 78 %         

 

“In practice, we mainly make contracts which are usually valid for at least a calendar year, 

thus we also want to be worth those contracts and the fact that if we promise something then 

that promise will be kept, and you can't go to that model where you see something nice and 

just start to work out that. Maybe that model is more like, if you see something in social media 

and consider that we have a need for it, then you can first find out if our existing suppliers 

have something similar. And then, if it can be found through it, then it would be our advantage 

that, of course, something smaller can be looked at about, but it is not our course of action, 

that in practice we have a strategy for a year and contracts are signed and then we go 

according to them.” -HORECA 2C 

 

Majority of the touchpoints are encountered during the need and information gathering 

phases. Internet and search engines were the most used channels for finding alternatives and 

information among the respondents. Suppliers’ websites were also much used especially 

during the information gathering stage. Retailer 1B denoted, that they might also visit the 

suppliers’ websites and find something interesting and emerge the need in that way. Social 

media was not used as much as part of the purchasing process, and it was seen more as an 

inspiration and idea triggering tool during the need phase. Only 22 % of the respondents 

highlighted that they might search for information from social media. The social media 

channels that received the most attention among the respondents were Facebook, Instagram 

and LinkedIn, respectively. Additionally, social media might raise the need; however, the 

need does not directly indicate purchase decision, but rather acts as a trigger to start 
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information gathering phase. Different ads and social media posts were seen as inspirational 

tools and usually leaving some type of footprint to mind for later purposes, some even 

writing down when encountering something interesting. By some respondents, retargeting 

was also seen as an effective way for influencing on need emerging, however the respondents 

stressed that there is a thin line whether the retargeting influences on need or contrarily starts 

to be annoying. 

 

Industry related fairs were also part of the need emerging and information gathering phase. 

Due to the pandemic, the role of fairs has been minimal and virtual fairs have not at least yet 

been able to replace these. Industry related fairs were seen beneficial especially in order to 

actually see the products and the quality during the first three stages of the journey. Virtual 

fairs and conferences were not as popular among the respondents as these are not able to 

fulfil the ultimate need to actually see and touch the products as well as building trust with 

especially foreign suppliers. The results indicate that B2B ecommerce’s have already 

established solid recognized position as channel for searching for information. Word of 

mouth (WoM) represents a significant role during the need emergence, as 78 % of the 

respondents noted that the need might emerge when they hear something interesting from 

different stakeholders and they give value to these people’s opinions. Other raised channels 

were different market and industry related articles, other partners websites, phone calling 

and WhatsApp. 

 

When finding about the content preferences and which type of messages attract buyer’s 

attention, visually interesting messages with good products images were the most frequently 

raised factors as these were highlighted by over half of the respondents. Videos were also 

seen as excellent way of delivering information and content. Respondents also highlighted 

the benefit of content they could share directly to their own clients and end-users as well, 

such as videos or newsletters. Yet again highlighting the easiness and effectiveness they get 

from this type of material. Additionally, summarized product data including all the key 

aspects was found beneficial. Even though wide amount of data is appreciated, the data pre-

processing and filtration by the supplier was experienced valuable as it would save time from 

the buyer’s side whilst giving the key tools for communicating with their own clients. 
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Table 14 Factors attracting buyers’ attention 

Content preferences Frequency 

Visual messages/ good product images less text 56 % 

Videos 44 % 

Sustainability issues  33 % 

Distinctive, interesting / well-titled 33 % 

Tutorials and tips (industry related) 33 % 

Product features 22 % 

Stories & histories 11 % 

Manufacturing videos 11 % 

Good texts 11 % 

Special offers or stock surplus 11 % 

Novelties and topical issues 11 % 

Summarized sales material for salespeople 11 % 

Frequency (retargeting) 11 % 

Influencer cooperation’s 11 % 

 

“It would be very beneficial if the suppliers would have some type of video material that we 

could leverage for example in our own websites so that our own clients could watch these as 

well. Marketing material that we could utilize as well is valuable and, in my opinion, video is 

a very suitable mean for that.” -RETAILER 1A 

 

”Nowadays, that kind of visuality is sure to catch attention if you have good pictures and so 

that arouses interest. And then there are these campaigns such as sustainability campaigns, if 

it is not just an advertisement but it also makes you think about things, like what this company 

now wants to tell to the customer, so these types of things will be remembered.” – PRIVATE 

SECTOR 3C 

 

The respondents were also hoping content about sustainability related issues. As the number 

of messages was seen high, the respondents valued distinctive and interesting messages 

which are well and catchy titled, as this would increase the likelihood to actually look 

through the message. Additionally, tutorials and tips were seen as valuable content and 

especially when they are related to the buyer’s specific industry. This could be for example 

in HORECA industry ideas about how to set the table beautifully. Content about the product 

features highlighting the quality and durability as well as usage related issues were seen as 

valuable content as well. Other raised content preferences were stories and histories, 
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manufacturing videos, good text, special and stock surplus offers, information about 

novelties and topical issues, summarized sales material (sales training material) for the 

buyers’ salespeople, retargeting and influencer cooperation’s. 

 

5.4 Revised model of the theoretical framework 

 

The key results of this research are gathered and represented as a revised model of the 

original theoretical framework in figure 5 below. The framework begins by portraying the 

differences which influence on the journey and its formation. The results indicate that the 

B2B customer journeys are individual rather than industry specific as the journeys might 

vary within different actors inside the industry. The differences in the journeys are related to 

for example to the purchase size and company processes. Major purchase refers to purchase 

which might be in terms of the value or in terms of product features, such as similar to 

previous purchase or whole new product or category. The purchase might also be ordered 

straight to the end-user or to the buyer’s warehouse. Finally, aftersales affects whether the 

journey continues after the purchase. The steps are adapting the original five step journey 

model from recognising the need, to information gathering, evaluation and negotiation, 

purchasing and using and finally the re-purchase and loyalty. These basic steps were found 

to be quite the same despite the different factors which might influence the journey itself. 
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                    Figure 5 Revised model of the theoretical framework
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Additionally, the framework represents the number of persons which might be involved 

during different stages of the journey. This information is followed by the touchpoints (TP’s) 

which are listed in significance order, most frequently mentioned as first. It is clear, that 

most of the touchpoints are encountered during the first two steps of the journey. The results 

indicate that when selling something relatively new and expensive or big quantities, the 

supplier needs to be able to influence on bigger number of decision makers instead of only 

the buyer.   

 

It is important to succeed in keeping the customers on the purchase journey and preventing 

them from dropping off, which can be achieved by providing smooth, fast, efficient and 

digitalized process throughout the whole journey as well as allowing wide and easy access 

to information as well as personalized recommendations during the early stages of the 

journey. Valuable content should be relevant, distinctive and interesting, personalized to 

buyer’s industry. The content should be offered along different touchpoints during the 

journey and it should emphasize visuality such as pictures and videos as well as 

sustainability issues, product features and the brand. The content should be targeted 

especially to the early stages of the journey, where the number of digital touchpoints 

encountered is most significant, such as information found from the suppliers’ websites. 

Contrarily to the original framework presented in the introduction chapter, the role of B2B 

ecommerce continues throughout the journey as the customers value conducting the process 

fully digitally and the role of offline environment has decreased.  
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6 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

The purpose of this study was to understand the digital buying journeys the B2B buyers in 

SMCG industry go through and to identify the touchpoints during this journey. Additionally, 

the aim was also to identify which type of content they prefer and what do the buyers 

perceive as valuable during the whole process. The lack of academic research on this topic 

and especially on this industry was one of the main drivers for this research. This research 

is also very timely, considering the global pandemic situation and the drastic changes and 

leaps digitalization has forced firms to take during recent years. The findings help B2B 

marketers to guide their marketing resources in a way and to the channels where the effect 

is most significant. This chapter represents the key findings from the interviews conducted 

to three different industry profiles and their relation to the existing literature as well as earlier 

research and theories. This discussion is followed by the practical implications of the study. 

Finally, the limitations of the study and suggestions for future research are presented.  

 

This thesis addresses a gap in the literature raised by multiple researchers (Lilien 2015; Mora 

Cortez & Johnston 2017; Pandey 2020; Wiersema 2013). The results support the fact, that 

B2B buying is a complex and multidimensional process (Grewal et al. 2015; Lilien 2016; 

Vincent et al. 2017), making it difficult to generalize results and supporting the high need 

for constant creation of more research in this area. As argued by Toman et al. (2017), 

multiple firms are conducting customer journey maps from the supplier’s perspective, thus 

these results offer realistic depiction and valuable insights especially from the buyer’s 

perspective, albeit it is conducted by the supplier firm. The results indicate that B2B buyers 

are very responsive towards digitalizing the whole purchase process, however still valuing 

the access to professional salespeople. Winning firms are those who can offer easy, smooth 

and painless digital journeys, products with good availability and relevant personalized 

content. Moreover, the results offer valuable new insight about how the global pandemic has 

affected on B2B customer journeys. The findings indicate that the global situation should 

not have major effect on the research results. 
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6.1 Theoretical contributions 

 

This research contributes to literature in several ways and brings more evidence to a less 

academically researched topic. First, the results bring more evidence and strengthens the 

theories of Webster (1965), Webster and Wind (1972) and Grewal et al.’s (2015) different 

stages of the B2B buying journey. However, this study proves that in B2B domain there is 

need to add and give more emphasis to the final post-purchase’s (Lemon & Verhoef 2016) 

loyalty and re-purchase stages (Court et al. 2009), which are currently seen to be more used 

in the B2C environment. As this study noted, B2B buyers’ value long-term relationships, 

thus once the customer is acquired, it is essential to be able also to retain them. Post-purchase 

stage has gained less attention in B2B environment, even though the results indicate that 

majority of the B2B buyers’ value aftersales services and the supplier’s interest towards the 

buyer and their experiences. 

 

The first sub-question examined the actual stages and touchpoints during the B2B buying 

journey and aimed to uncover the different characteristics and factors influencing on them. 

The results support the existing literature about the core journey which was found to be need 

recognition, information gathering, evaluation and negotiation, purchasing and using and 

finally the re-purchase and loyalty stage (Webster’s 1965; Grewal et al.’s 2015; Court et al. 

2009), as well as the fact that every journey is different as there are different type of 

customers as well. Additionally, the findings offer new information that in SMCG industry, 

the journey is influenced by purchase type (re-purchase, new product, new supplier), and 

purchase class in terms of features and value (minor or major). Likewise Steward et al. 

(2019) states, in this case as well the buying situations vary and are dependent on different 

factors. The results suggests that in this industry the ideal number of stages is five making 

map also efficient to use, which is in line with Toman et al. (2017) suggestion that these 

maps should ideally include five to 10 stages. 

 

As Lingqvist et al. (2013) highlights, more insight and understanding are needed to have the 

most successful impact on the decision-making journey. Thus, this research aimed to find 

which are the decision makers interests and the factors mattering the most to them. These 

factors were found to be quality, price, availability and fast deliveries, sustainability, 

domesticity, brand and product usefulness. The findings indicate that the B2B buying 
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process is far from linear assumption of the customer journey as the buyers are moving back 

and forth along different steps, especially during the need, information gathering and 

evaluation stages. This observation supports the Lingqvist et al.’s (2013) finding and brings 

more evidence to it. Additionally, the findings indicate that in some cases these first three 

steps might even change places where evaluation happens already during the need phase 

before actually contacting the supplier.  

 

This research also brings more evidence to Rosenbaum et al. (2017) research which argues 

that not all the customers follow the same journeys and not all the touchpoints are equally 

important. The results found that B2B buyers encounter multiple different touchpoints 

during their journey and these touchpoints are indirect and direct. Main focus with these 

touchpoints was found to be in digital environment, however the digital conferences and 

tradeshows have not yet made breakthrough. The findings indicate that the number of used 

channels for interaction during the journey has increased as earlier literature has found that 

on average, B2B customers are using six different channels whereas this study indicates that 

the number of used channels was eight on the average per customer. This finding supports 

Bughin (2014) statement that the number of digital touchpoints is increasing yearly. 

However according to these results, the phase is not quite as fast as Bughin (2014) described, 

as with 20 % yearly increase the number should count already 18 by today. On the other 

hand, this could also be assumed to be industry specific finding and the number could already 

be higher in other industries. 

 

As the need and problem recognition is multidimensional in SMCG industry and can include 

multiple internal or external stakeholders, marketers need to be able to have influence on 

multiple stakeholders instead of only the buyer. Lilien (2016) argues that in B2B domain the 

marketers aim at intermediates in the value chain instead of the end-users. However, the 

findings in this thesis suggest that marketing messages should not be aimed only towards the 

B2B buyers but towards the end-users as well in order to raise the need. This is why it would 

be beneficial to get synergy from B2C and B2B marketing. 

 

Even though terms are slightly updated, the three buying classes raised by this study (1) re-

purchase, existing supplier; (2) new product, existing supplier and (3) new product, new 

supplier still fit well to the decade’s old theory by Robinson, Faris and Wind (1967) classes 



 

68 

 

of new task, modify rebuy and straight rebuy. In B2C environment, Court et al. (2009) 

highlighted that when the customer is satisfied with the purchase and have strong connection 

with the brand, they can skip the first stages of the journey and directly enter the enjoy-

advocate-loop (chapter 2.3). The findings indicate that this is also applicable in B2B 

environment when we are talking about repeat purchase meaning same product bought from 

the same supplier. If the nature of the buying is new product from existing supplier or new 

product from new supplier, the consideration and evaluation stages are still present, even 

though these steps can be shorter. Prior literature also highlights that well-handled 

sustainability issues reinforce brand image and market performance in B2B buying (Vesal 

et al. 2021), and this study also strengthens the fact that sustainability issues play a key role 

in B2B buying processes from the buyer’s perspective as well, as these were significant 

factors influencing on decision making, evaluation as well as to content preferences. 

 

The second sub-question aimed to find factors that B2B customers perceive valuable during 

their journey. The goal was to bring value through customer experiences, which is another 

topic in B2B domain that has gained less academic interest. The findings indicate that the 

value proposition should highlight the product features as well as from the buyer’s 

perspective the smooth and easy cooperation they will get by cooperating with the supplier. 

Earlier literature suggests B2B value propositions to usually being technical rather than 

perceptual (Lilien 2016), however the findings in this thesis suggest giving similar emphasis 

to both factors. This interesting finding can be industry specific. 

 

Surprisingly, as we are talking about textile and fashion industry were design plays a key 

role, it could be presumed that the buyers want excitement and inspiration throughout their 

whole journey and would most likely value sticky journey models (Siebert 2020) with 

surprising experiences. Siebert (2020) categorized customer journey models into two types; 

smooth journey for customers who are like “jobbers” wanting to get their journey conducted 

as efficiently as possible or sticky journey for customers who seek for adventure and 

excitement. The findings in this thesis indicate that the excitement and inspirational aspect 

are valued only at the beginning of the journey in the need and problem recognition phase 

and rest of the journey should follow the dominant smooth journey model which makes the 

customers lives easier. Thus, the findings support using a combination of these two journey 

models. 
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Bakhtieva’s (2017) study highlights that in B2B context entertainment is seen rather as a 

distraction in customer experiences. The results of this study are partly contrarily to this, as 

especially during the early stages the SMCG buyers’ value inspirational content, however, 

in the rest of the journey efficiency and speed are valued. The findings of this thesis suggest 

creating a combination of the sticky and smooth journey models, which we call sticky to 

smooth journey. This means that the journey starts with sticky model creating inspiration 

and excitement during the early phases of the journey, however, turns into smooth journey 

in order for these buyers to finish the journey as efficiently as possible. Automation raised 

by Edelman and Singer (2015) should be also integral part of the journey to help these buyers 

conduct the journeys faster and easier. 

 

The findings also indicate that B2B buyers put high value on fast access to wide amount of 

information and finds rather more information beneficial than limited information. This 

finding is contrary to Toman et al (2017) study, where they state that overwhelming amount 

of information is negative issue for B2B buying process as it might sometimes even prevent 

the purchase from happening. The respondents in this study highlighted, that sometimes the 

information is very limited and hard to get, which was also raised as a one reason for the 

journey ending. However, the results support Matias’s (2018) finding that the buyers are 

making their decisions own their own to an increasing extent and contact the supplier after 

they have all the information about the products, which in turn highlights the importance of 

information and marketing during the early stages of the journey. 

 

Even though there is evidence that B2B buying might shift to fully online with limited or no 

human contact at all (Steward et al. 2019) and earlier research suggests that 70-80 % of B2B 

buyers prefer conducting the purchases remotely or even fully digitally self-served even with 

the big purchases (Bages-Amat et al. 2020), these findings highlight the importance of the 

role of seller for the B2B buyers. The results of this study are in contrary to Matias (2018) 

finding that only 13 % of the buyers believe that the salespeople truly understand their needs 

causing some of them not to wanting to talk to sales representatives. This also might be 

explained by the differences between industries. Access to live chats were seen as a 

recognized way of communicating in the online environment which supports Koponen and 

Rytsy’s (2020) findings, however companies need to be able to indicate that there are 
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genuine professional salespeople behind that chat who truly understand their business and 

needs. There still exists an underlying assumption that live chats are only automated robots 

which cannot give valuable personalized service. Or on the other hand, automation should 

be so advanced that the buyer does not even notice talking to artificial intelligence.  

 

The findings in this thesis indicate that the most valued factors for the B2B ecommerce are 

accurate assortment, ease of use, availability, information about stock balance, rich product 

data, as well as easy access to professional salespeople, for example through live chats. 

These findings are in line with earlier literature as McLean (2017) finds that website 

credibility and quality of the information, search success and possibility to get online support 

were the most important factors affecting the B2B customer experience. Additionally, Yuan 

et al. (2021) find that trust, product quality, authenticity, availability and smooth process are 

the most important factors in B2B ecommerce.  

 

Earlier literature states that in B2B environment the purchasing processes are usually very 

clear and official making switching costs experienced high to change the supplier (Lingqvist 

et al. 2015). In light of these results, all the buyers were very open to new suppliers and 

despite the industry and the fact that they might follow their own rituals and procedures for 

the purchasing, the overall purchase process is mainly quite freeform, which in turn offers 

valuable opportunities for the supplier firms marketing actions. 

 

The key drivers for customer loyalty were found to be smooth process, positive response 

from the end-users, good professional service as well as easiness and effortlessness of the 

purchase process. All these factors lead to trust towards the supplier which is a key issue 

towards returning to the supplier and there for can be assumed to be factors influencing on 

creating the loyalty loop (Court et al. 2009). These findings are partly in line with 

Bakhtieva’s (2017) findings where the most important drivers were seen to be usefulness, 

ease of use and information flow. Prior research indicates that consumers perception of the 

brand in B2C environment affects their customer experience (Verhoef 2009), and the 

findings in this thesis indicate that the same effect can be seen in B2B buying as well. The 

buyers perceive that brand indicates well-handled sustainability issues, which in turn 

increases their trust towards the supplier. 
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The third and final sub-question was aiming to find which channels the B2B customers use 

during their journey and what type of content do they prefer. The findings indicate that the 

most important channels are search engines, email and newsletters, websites and B2B 

ecommerce’s and social media, such as Facebook, Instagram and LinkedIn. The channels 

are encountered mainly during the early stages of the journey namely during need emerging 

and information gathering. The findings are mainly in line with the prior research however, 

prior literature was not found to define the how the channels are divided between different 

stages of the journey. Statistics indicate that in the US, search engine optimization and 

marketing were the second most effective tactics for B2B marketers (Guttmann 2020y). 

According to the results, search engines have significant role in B2B customer journeys and 

can be assumed to be most influential channel for reaching these buyers in Finland and in 

SMCG industry as well. Nearly 90 % of the respondents use email during their information 

gathering phase, thus the results can be assumed to support the research which state that 

email marketing is most effective marketing method in B2B marketing (Guttmann 2020b). 

B2B ecommerce’s and supplier websites play a major role especially during the information 

gathering stage, which supports Bages-Amat et al.’s (2020) study of majority of the B2B 

buyers preferring to conduct the purchases digitally. 

 

The results indicate that at least in this industry in Finland, social media has not yet found 

its place as significant part of the purchasing process, which is in contrary to Ancillai et al.’s 

(2019) and Schimel’s (2018) findings. Only 22 % were found to use social media for 

information gathering, however during the need phase the number was significantly higher 

as the respondents might use social media for their personal interests as well. This supports 

Karjaluoto et al. (2015) statement that social media marketing might not be as effective for 

B2B buyers as the decision makers might not be there and might not want to communicate 

about confidential issues in social media. However, the results found indication that the shift 

is happening as the younger generation is entering the buying groups and in the future the 

importance of social media is even greater. Even though the events such as tradeshows and 

conferences are considered as the most popular marketing methods in B2B domain (Guttman 

2020), the results indicate that digital events have not yet been able to replace these in-person 

events as they have not been able to offer valuable enough content for the buyers to raise 

their interest and luring them to participate. 
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The results support prior literature that different type of content should be offered to different 

target B2B audiences and the content should be relevant, engaging and compelling (Yaghtin 

et al. 2020). The results offer new insight that in this industry, B2B Buyers want visually 

interesting content with good pictures and texts. Videos were found as second valuable type 

of content and according to resent research videos were found as fourth valuable type for 

B2B marketing (Guttmann 2020c). These results indicate that in this industry the role of 

videos might be even higher. One explanation for this might be the characteristics of the 

industry as visuality plays a key role when it comes to textile and fashion industry. Similar 

to what Corporate Executive Board (CEB) research found (Kelly et al. 2017, 5), this study 

supports the fact that if the company fails to deliver content that resonates to their customers 

and is mainly experienced as spam, the buyer disengages with the supplier. Thus, relevant, 

distinctive and interesting messaging is not only essential to satisfy the customers but for the 

brand reputation as well. It can also be confirmed, that as Springer (2016) found, each these 

buyer profiles want content that speaks to them during each stage of their journey. 

 

Sustainability was among top five most preferred content types, which strengthens the fact 

that during recent years B2B buyers are increasingly preferring brands which are taking care 

of sustainability and environmental issues (Kumar & Christodoulopoulou 2014). 

Interestingly, helpfulness and problem-solving were not the key drivers among the buyers in 

this industry when it comes to content creation, as they were by Taiminen and Ranaweera’s 

(2019) research findings. Tutorials and industry related tips were only fifth popular content 

type. Even though literature highlights that firms should offer value and solutions over 

products (Ettenson et al. 2013), the results indicate that the core product and its features 

should not be left to background as the product itself was seen as important issues attracting 

the buyer’s attention.  

 

6.2 Managerial implications 

 

This study provides multiple valuable implications for managers, indicated especially to the 

ones operating in the SMCG industry. The findings offer a tool for marketers to design and 

align their marketing activities to the B2B customer journey presented in chapter 5.4. 

Moreover, this tool is very beneficial for sales training as well for salespeople to truly 

understand their customers and their pain points and to be able to offer right timed service 
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with relevant context by highlighting those exact factors they perceive valuable. The journey 

maps should be updated regularly for this tool to be accurate. 

 

It can be stated, that B2B ecommerce’s are already an integral part of B2B business. Thus, 

to get competitive advantage, only the web shop is not enough anymore. In order to 

differentiate themselves, firms need to come up with new features on these ecommerce’s 

which offer inspiration during the early stages of the journey and afterwards facilitate the 

decision making and makes the overall process as easy and fast to conduct as possible. 

Especially in this specific industry, the firms should pay attention to the importance of live 

chats and access to salespeople, stock levels and security of supply and fast deliveries to add, 

all the information about product data and terms is presented informatively. These are 

concrete steps that firms are able to take in order for keeping the B2B customers along the 

journey especially during this era of digitalization. 

 

Most importantly, managers need to be able to influence to the need emergence by offering 

inspirational content at the right touchpoint during the very early stages of the customer 

journey. As majority of the time during B2B customer journeys goes to information 

gathering, suppliers should aim to shorten this step by offering relevant information fast and 

easily for example via B2B ecommerce. Managers should also focus on targeting B2B 

buyers during this phase by focusing especially in the channels were the buyers search for 

information and have not yet made up the final decision and are open to alternatives. 

According to this study, the most important channels and touchpoints were found to be 

search engines, email and newsletters, websites and B2B ecommerce’s and social media 

(namely Facebook, Instagram and LinkedIn) respectively. These channels and touchpoints 

are the ones where the marketing resources should be targeted into. To attract new leads to 

the B2B ecommerce, managers should highlight the easiness and efficiency with their 

messages. To retain the customers, along with high-quality products, the suppliers need to 

be able to offer smooth customer journey process which is easy and effortless and includes 

access to professional service if necessary. Similar to what Court et al. (2009) states, 

managers should be precise on which touchpoints and how to focus on as well as during 

which phase of the journey in order to reach the right customers and seize opportunities. 
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The results also offer guidance on how to bring value to the buyers during their journey. 

Recommendations were one key valuable factor for the buyers, as well as being a reason for 

not conducting the purchase fully self-served in the online environment. One reason for this 

might be that the buyers do not have experience or faith that the B2B ecommerce could be 

able to recommend same products as a human seller would. Firms should be able to offer 

personalized recommendations in the B2B ecommerce via automation. Ultimately, this 

would benefit the supplier brand by saving resources and therefore increasing efficiency. 

Managers should message the key product benefits to B2B customers clearly and fast, as 

these were ultimately the key issues affecting the purchase decision. By offering the key 

product factors valued by buyers, the evaluation stage can be shortened and lead faster to the 

purchase decision. As aftersales were found valuable and appreciated by a majority of the 

buyers, it is recommended to send feedback or satisfaction questionnaire after the purchase, 

which could for example be automated and personalized from B2B ecommerce. 

 

When it comes to content creation, the results of this study offer valuable insight about what 

to message and which factors to highlight to the SMCG B2B buyers during each part of their 

journey. As 78 % of the buyers said that the purchase decision is made only after contacting 

the supplier, indicating that there is still an opportunity to influence the decision during the 

early stages of the journey. However, multiple of these buyers need to be reached and 

impressed very early on in their customer journey. Despite the tremendous amount of junk 

mail and spam, email is still a major tool for B2B buying. The managers should offer 

personalized valuable content for B2B buyers via newsletters and especially focus on 

bringing the valued factors or wow-factors on titling the messages in a way that creates 

temptation for buyers to actually open these mails and read the content. The content should 

be created in a way that B2B buyers might utilize it as well in their own marketing, which 

yet again brings additional value to the buyers by facilitating their work. Videos were found 

as an effective tool to raise interest as well as to communicate information. Managers should 

yet again find synergy and offer videos that B2B buyers are able to utilize in their businesses 

as well.  

 

The results indicate that among the respondents, the purchase process rarely starts outright 

from social media. One reason for this might be that the commissioner company has targeted 

their communication only towards B2C consumers, when the B2B buyers might not have 
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been able to combine the need to their business rather towards their own personal needs. 

Managers should offer B2B related content in social media as well, in order to foster and 

feed the buyers these new types of ideas of the products usage in B2B context. 

 

B2B ecommerce allows to streamline the customer journey by shortening significantly 

unnecessary steps, such as phases during the information gathering which could be for 

example asking for availabilities or prices. As majority of the buyers are searching 

information with the brand, it is highly recommended to highlight the brand in SEO and 

SEM. Search engines were among most used channels and during the most time-taking 

phase, thus it could be suggested that marketers should put much focus on attracting new 

leads with search engine marketing. As the role of WoM in B2B environment is significant, 

suppliers should aim to get referrals and highlight these in B2B ecommerce as well in order 

to attract new customers. Companies should also offer wide access to information and 

instead of limiting the amount of information, allowing access transparently and letting the 

buyer choose which information they want to utilize. However, as the amount of information 

can be overwhelming, and buyers most of all value easiness and saving time, firms should 

do some type of filtering and highlight the key information.  

 

6.3 Limitations and future research 

 

This research has several limitations which also open avenues for future research. First, the 

number of respondents was limited leading to a relatively small sample and the answers can 

be buyer specific. The results could have been more generalizable if the number of 

interviewees was higher. Thus, more research from different buyers as well as results from 

different industries and differences in between them would be an interesting avenue for 

future research as well, as this allows to get a more profound picture of the B2B journeys. 

Other limitations are related to the interviews as data collection method, as in-depth 

responses might be difficult to obtain from every interviewee and if the atmosphere is not 

right, some of the important topics and issues raised by the participant might be left 

uncovered. Video chat interviews also require more resources, which makes the number of 

respondents to be lower than for example via online form surveys could obtain. In addition, 

the respondents age might in some cases affect significantly to the results when it comes to 

questions about digital environment. 
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Another issue causing that some relevant things might have been left unsaid even if they 

would be valid is that there were no predefined response options. Nonetheless, these results 

highlight the most significant factors which are at the very top of the buyer’s mind. Future 

research could be done with questionnaires to get insight about specific issues inside these 

themes and to quantify the results more accurately. Especially, the number of digital 

touchpoints in B2B customer journeys and their evolvement during years would be 

interesting avenue for future research as this research already offered a glimpse of how it 

has evolved. Digital tools and mapping are needed to find all the minor touchpoints as well, 

which might have gained less attention during interviews. Moreover, as this study did not 

measure the effectiveness of digital marketing in action, offering only guidance and 

suggestions on which tools and content to utilize, an interesting avenue for future research 

could also be to test and measure the marketing methods as well as content preferences in 

action. This could be done for example by utilizing A/B testing to see which factors resonate 

the most and whether the customers truly act in the way as they say they do.  

 

The future research could also analyse the B2B customer journeys with data from B2B 

ecommerce, in order to get a realistic picture of larger pools of journeys with the help of 

different digital tools. This would be recommended especially for the commissioner 

company as a suitable next step to gain even deeper valuable insight after this qualitative 

research. As digitalization is evolving, it would be interesting to get more research in B2B 

domain to see how the digital customer journeys and purchase behaviour will continue 

evolving, as the changes we have already seen have been prominent. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1 Structure of the interviews (translated) 

 

Background information: Who are you and what is your role in the purchase process. 

Research question: What type of digital buying journeys the B2B buyers follow?  

 

1. Recognising the problem (need identification): Could you describe from where 

and how the need to buy is created? 

• Where does the problem come from? Is the need internal or external?  

• Who notices that this is needed? 

2. Information gathering: After the need or problem is identified, how do you 

approach the problem or meeting the need? 

• Where do you search for information?  

• What is the significance of having a lot of high-quality information available? What information 

would have helped you to decide faster or better? Do you find information gathering time-

consuming?  

• What type of information would you need during this phase? What would be the best channel for 

giving all this information?  

• Do you search for information with the brand or product? 

• At what point do you contact the supplier?  

3. Evaluation and purchasing: Could you describe which are the most important 

factors influencing on the choosing of the product or the supplier? 

• Which factors influence on the decision? Importance of the brand?  

• Do you use B2B e-commerce’s and what do you think about these? Could you imagine using one? 

• Is contact to the salespeople necessary? Live chats? 

• Which are the reasons not to purchase? 

• Who makes the final decision? 
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4. Re-purchase/loyalty: When the purchase is conducted and products have arrived, 

could you describe which are the factors that makes you come back and recommend 

the supplier to others? 

• Would you like the supplier to be in touch after the purchase? 

• What would it require to make you to give recommendations? 

5. Now that the process is completed from the need, to information gathering, decision 

and possible re-purchase, were there any challenges or pain points during this 

process? 

6. Describe what kind of experience your entire purchasing process usually is? How 

could it have been improved or was there something particularly good or maybe 

annoying? 

7. How many people are involved in the buying process and during which parts? 

8. How strict is the purchasing process? (For example, if you saw an ad in social media, 

could you consider a new supplier?) 

9. During which phase is the purchase decision made? Is the decision been made only 

after all the information has been obtained or even before contacting the supplier? 

10. Do you use social media during the purchasing process? 

11. What kind of messages grab your attention and where? Do these have influence on 

purchase decision? 

12. What type of content do you prefer or consume? What would help? 

13. Do you remember any ads that would have influenced on purchase decision? 

14. Do you visit virtual fairs or conferences, and do you find these beneficial? 

15. Has COVID-19 influenced on the purchase process? How? 

16. Is the purchase process same with other purchases as well? What are the reasons for 

differences? 

17. Do you find email marketing and newsletters beneficial? 
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