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This master’s thesis explores sales competence and sales management in Finnish sales
organizations, with a focus on identifying the challenges and trends encountered in these
areas. The research also aims to provide a deeper understanding of sales management
perspectives within Finnish sales organizations.

Conducted as a qualitative study, this research gathered data through 28 semi-structured
interviews, all with sales directors or sales managers in Finnish companies. These
interviews provide insights into both the challenges and opportunities faced by Finnish
sales organizations.

The findings reveal diverse perspectives on the challenges and trends within sales
organizations. However, a central theme is continuous change, which is both a significant
challenge and a prevailing trend for many in sales management in Finland. Key aspects of
this change include rapid technological advancements, evolving sales processes, and the
adoption of new sales management practices, such as coaching and managing well-being.
These areas not only represent challenges but also offer potential opportunities for the
future, making change management an increasingly valued skill within sales leadership.
While sales competence in Finland, particularly in sales management practices, is
generally considered strong, it also presents ongoing challenges. This research contributes
new insights to the field by highlighting the perspectives of Finnish sales leaders on their
roles and the evolving sales landscape.
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Tassa maisterintutkielmassa tutkitaan myyntiosaamista ja myynnin johtamista
suomalaisissa myyntiorganisaatioissa, keskittyen erityisesti naiden osa-alueiden haasteisiin
ja trendeihin. Tutkimuksen tavoitteena on tarjota syvempad ymmarrysta myynnin
johtamisen nakdkulmasta suomalaisissa myyntiorganisaatioissa.

Tutkimus toteutettiin laadullisena tutkimuksena, jossa aineisto keréttiin 28
puolistrukturoidun haastattelun avulla. Haastateltavat olivat kaikki suomalaisissa
yrityksissa toimivia myyntijohtajia tai -paallikoita, ja haastattelut antavat arvokkaita
nakokulmia myyntiorganisaatioiden haasteisiin ja mahdollisuuksiin Suomessa.

Tulokset osoittavat, ettd myyntiorganisaatioiden kohtaamat haasteet ja trendit ndhdaan
monin eri tavoin. Keskeiseksi teemaksi nousee kuitenkin jatkuva muutos, joka on seka
merkittdva haaste ettd yleinen trendi suomalaisessa myynnin johtamisessa. Muutosta
luonnehtivat nopeat teknologiset kehitysaskeleet, myyntiprosessien kehittyminen seké
uusien myynnin johtamiskaytantdjen, kuten valmentavan johtamisen ja hyvinvoinnin
varmistamisen, kayttdonotto. Namé osa-alueet edustavat paitsi haasteita myos
tulevaisuuden mahdollisuuksia, ja muutoksenhallinnasta on tulossa yha tarkeampi taito
myynnin johtamisessa. Vaikka myyntiosaaminen Suomessa, erityisesti myynnin
johtamisen kdytannoissa, ndhdaan yleisesti ottaen vahvana, se sisaltdd myds haasteita,
jotka tutkimuksessa esitetddn. Tadma tutkimus tuo uusia ndkdkulmia myynnin tutkimukseen
tuomalla esiin suomalaisten myyntijohtajien ndkemyksid heidan ty6stéan ja myynnin
muuttuvasta kentésta.
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1 Introduction

The research is about Finnish sales organization’s experienced challenges and trends in
sales competence. The contemporary landscape of sales is significantly influenced by
numerous factors that have rapidly intensified over time. As a result, sales structures are
increasingly pressured to undergo transformation, primarily due to the substantial shifts in
customer expectations and buying behaviors. (Kilian, Mirski and Lorenz, 2023) Intensified
changes require more research done more regularly to keep up with current knowledge in

sales organizations.

Fast changes in many industries have fundamental influence on companies’ sales
organizations and sales force. Hence, it is progressively more essential to identify the current
changes and trends. processes and challenges in sales organization. It is also beneficial to be
conscious about future possibilities and challenges because the change might be rapid.
(Cron, 2017, 188)

Global phenomena, such as recent COVID-10 pandemic, have made the changes in sales,
such as regarding to digitalization, become even more imminent (Briiggemann, 2021, 110).
Hartman and Lussier (2020) proposed a need for more understanding about the changes
happening for the sales force during the COVID-19. The pandemic has further highlighted
the necessity for a deeper examination of how macro-environmental factors impact the sales
force (Dugan et al., 2020, p. 207). Moreover, as the pace of transformation in sales
accelerates, it is crucial for sales personnel in organizations to adapt swiftly to these changes
(Flaherty, 2018, p. 419). Due to these forces of change, the overall picture of the current
state of Finnish sales requires updating.

1.1 Aim of the research

The topic of the master’s thesis is sales competence and sales management within Finnish
companies’ sales organizations: challenges and opportunities. Hence, the focus of this

research is on sales organizations within the context of Finnish companies. The study is
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framed around the concepts of sales management and sales competence, providing a broad
foundation for analyzing these sales organizations. The primary objective is to explore and
examine the opportunities and challenges faced by sales organizations operating in Finland.
Additionally, the findings aim to identify themes for further research, particularly in relation
to the challenges and trends shaping sales organizations.

1.2 Introduction to sales management

The Journal of Applied Psychology published the first sales related research over hundred
years ago (Oschrin 1918; Rapp & Beeler, 2021). The themes and perspectives are various,
for example, Anderson and Rosenbloom (1982), identified the need for comprehensive
understanding about different sales processes and behaviours for sales managers. However,
it is seen by many authors, that sales research could be improved, and it might be even

lacking in some perspectives (Rapp & Beeler, 2021, 39; Jones, et. al., 2005, 105).

Regarding sales management, there are many ways to lead and manage a sales organization.
Different ways to do so include for example mentoring, coaching teaching, supervising,
managing and leading. The relationship between sales personnel and sales management has
been found to impact on organizational commitment. If a sales manager acts abusively, both

parties’ commitment to the organization decreases. (Gabler et al., 2014, 288)

New developments and trends in selling and sales management are creating demands and
opportunities that require adaptation and new approaches on the part of both sales
organizations. (Jones et. al., 2005, 105) Sales management practices related to technology
are the least developed area according to Reid et. al. (2017, 980). In summary, while the
evolution of sales research has made significant strides, ongoing challenges and emerging
trends in sales management highlight the need for continued exploration and improvement

in understanding sales processes, behaviors, and the impact of technology on sales practices.

Sales organizations are complex, and they can be defined in many ways. For the context of
the research, the definition of sales organization is a team or a business unit that is doing the

sales activities in the company:
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“A successful selling organization efficiently converts selling costs into effective selling
activity that drives significant company results.” (Zoltners, Sinha and Zoltners, 2001a, 36-
37)

Sales management personnel include the sales directors, sales executives and the sales
managers. They can be described as:

“Sales executives have to achieve a particular level or volume of sales so as
to contribute to profits to ensure planned business growth.” (Chunawalla,
2021, 1)

Westera (2001, 80) offers a useful definition for sales competence:

“From an operational perspective, competences seem to cover a broad range of
higher-order skills and behaviors that represent the ability to cope with complex,
unpredictable situations. This operational definition includes knowledge, skills,
attitudes, metacognition and strategic thinking, and presupposes conscious and

intentional decision making”.

The definitions given by sales researchers on the concepts in this research offer a

comprehensive foundation to present the conceptual framework of the study.

1.3 Conceptual framework

Figure 1. introduces the conceptual framework of the research. The themes and different
concepts related to the study are in the figure. The larger theme surrounding are sales
organizations and the aim is to find the development needs and possibilities of these Finnish
companies’ sales organizations. As mentioned in the aim of the research chapter, there are

themes that are concentrated on which are sales competence and sales management.



13

Sales organizations
Sales competence Sales management

Challenges Trends

Development needs

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework

Piercy, Cravens and Morgan (1997) state that these are the themes that create sales
organization effectiveness, which is essential when looking at the possibilities in the
organizations. The possibilities are found with analysing the challenges and trends in sales
competence and sales management. In addition, sales competence’s state currently is

analysed to gather more profound development needs for the organizations in Finland.

1.4 Research questions

Informed by the conceptual framework and objectives of this study, the following research
questions have been formulated. These questions enhance comprehension of the selected
research topic and direct the investigation alongside the proposed research framework. The

primary question of the study is as follows:

Q: What are the key challenges and opportunities associated with sales

competence and sales management in Finnish companies’ sales organizations?

The main question is supported with the following secondary questions to help further guide

the study:

Q1: What are the current trends and developments in sales competence and

sales management practices within Finnish companies?
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Q2: What are the primary challenges faced by sales personnel working in

Finnish companies?

Q3: How do sales and sales management personnel within Finnish companies

perceive and evaluate their own competence?

1.5 Data, research methodology and limitations

This study is conducted as qualitative research focusing on interviewing Finnish
companies’s sales management personnel. This is done to provide a deeper understanding
of sales organizations, their challenges and sales trends in Finland, while also adding to sales
research done in Finland. The qualitative data is collected with face-to-face and virtual

meetings that lasted approximately 45 minutes each.

The research material consists of 28 interviews of those sales managers or directors. The
interviews are recorded and transcripted. The interviews are thematic and semi structured,
questions consisting of background questions and questions aimed to get comprehensive
answers about their views of the challenges and trends in sales organizations. The data is
analysed with thematic analysis using coding process (Farquhar, 2012) to introduce common

themes from the interviews.

The research method limits to Finnish companies’ sales challenges and trends. The sample
is relatively small, and the results can’t be generalized to a broader population and especially
not outside of Finland. Purposive sampling is done when choosing the sales management
personnel to interview and it may create a limitation. There are not other sales organizations’

personnel interviewed and the answers given are hence from one perspective.

In addition, Semi-structured interviews rely on participants’ subjective perceptions, which
may not always align with objective reality. Additionally, thematic analysis involves
interpreting the data, which can introduce researcher bias during the coding and theme
identification process. (Farquhar, 2012) All in all, when talking about sales organization’s
trends and challenges experienced at the moment, it might add some time-sensitive trends

because sales trends and practices may evolve and change rapidly.
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1.6 Structure of the research

This study is organized into four key sections. First, a review of relevant literature is
conducted, collecting theoretical insights on sales organizations and related themes. The
literature review is structured according to the conceptual framework outlined earlier in
Figure 1. Following this, the research methodology is described in detail, along with the
presentation and analysis of the collected data. In the third section, the theoretical concepts
are combined with the empirical findings to discuss the results and align them with the
study's objectives. Finally, the research questions are addressed in the conclusion, and the

study’s limitations and potential avenues for future research are briefly considered.
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2 Sales organizations

This chapter cover the previous research about sales organizations, sales competence and
sales management. First, sales organization is defined, and its parts are presented. Secondly,
sales competence is defined and how it is experienced in previous research is demonstrated.
Furthermore, sales management is defined, and different sales management factors are
characterized. In the end of this chapter, research about challenges and trends related to these

themes are summarized in addition to the future view.

Sales can be defined as the phenomenon of human-driven interaction between and within
individuals/organizations in order to bring about economic exchange within a value-creation
context. (Dixon and Tanner, 2012, 10) Older definition from marketing texts has been
defining selling as an

“Interactive, personal, paid promotional approach between a buyer and

seller” (Tanner and Raymond, 2010, 222).

Taylor (1911) defined salespeople as value-creating, knowledge workers, much like
architects, not operators within a repetitive, linear process as workers. The historical
definition of sales personnel offered by Taylor (1911) offers a valuable perspective even
now when defining salespeople. Value-creation and the complexity of salespeople is a
current topic in the context of sales personnel and sales organizations (Tanner and Raymond,
2010, 222).

Generally, sales organizations follow a strategy that follows the mission and goals of the
company and usually it has the same characteristics than the whole company’s strategy
(Zoltners, Sinha and Zoltners, 2001b). When speaking about sales organization’s
effectiveness, it is important to differentiate the effectiveness and the performance of sales
personnel. There are other factors affecting sales and how the sales organization becomes

successful (Figure 2) (Piercy, Cravens and Morgan, 1997a, 45)
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Figure 2. Sales organization effectiveness (Modified from Piercy, Cravens and Morgan,
19974, 45)

Excellent salesforce performance has been seen to be directly related to excellent sales
organization effectiveness, but the other components, such as salesperson characteristics and
sales organization design are factors that might affect positively if being superior (Cravens
and Ingram, 1992; Cravens et al., 1993; Grant and Cravens, 1996; Piercy, Cravens and
Morgan, 1997b)

Sales strategies differ a lot from each other, but they also have similar factors, such as

emphasis on results, activities, behaviours. people, culture and investments:

“A successful selling organization efficiently converts selling costs into
effective selling activity that drives significant company results.” (Zoltners,
Sinha and Lorimer, 2008)

Sales organizations are witnessing a rise in complexity, both from interactions with
customers and within their own internal departments (Schmitz and Ganesan, 2014). There
is a study revealing that personal resources, such as sales self-efficacy, aid in managing
complexity overall but may lead to heightened role stress in the face of customer complexity.
The effectiveness of supervisory resources, such as transactional leadership behavior,
depends on the type of complexity and the personal resources available to the salesperson.

These results underscore not only how sales professionals handle various complexities but
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also the importance of sales managers adjusting their leadership styles to optimize

salesperson performance. (Schmitz and Ganesan, 2014)

2.1 Sales competence

Scholars have analyzed the word competence in the history and have come with a lot of
different interpretations. Le Deist and Winterton (2005) argue, that competence is a “fuzzy
concept”, because the definition has so much confusion and debate. Competence usually
refers to functional areas (Le Deist and Winterton, 2005) and it can include factors, such as

traits, values, knowledge or skills (Spencer and Spencer, 2008).

Nevertheless, there are also three other components to competence in addition to functional,
and they are cognitive competence, meta competence and social competence. Cognitive
competence and functional competence are occupational, which make those essential when
talking about sales competence. They are the knowledge, understanding and skills. (Le Deist
and Winterton, 2005) Westera (2001, 80) offers a useful definition for the context of sales

competence:

“From an operational perspective, competences seem to cover a broad range of
higher-order skills and behaviors that represent the ability to cope with complex,
unpredictable situations. This operational definition includes knowledge, skills,
attitudes, metacognition and strategic thinking, and presupposes conscious and

intentional decision making”.

Sales competence researchers are highlighting the importance of managing sales
competencies to drive value creation and achieve business objectives. It emphasizes that a
competent sales force, equipped with the right skills and knowledge, is essential for success

in today's dynamic global market. (Asiegbu, Ogbuji and OJUbani, 2012)

2.1.1 Sales competence during changing times

Sales organizations have had to change and adapt to changing world in the history
(Hartmann, Wieland and Vargo, 2018; Hunter and Perreault, 2007; Jones, Chonko and
Roberts, 2004; Moncrief and Marshall, 2005; Schmitz and Ganesan, 2014; Stevens, 2016).
Customer expectations and purchasing behavior have changed and hence, the organizations
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need to adapt (Moncrief, Marshall and Rudd, 2015; Weeks and others, 2004) According to
Kilian and others (2023), the environment in sales is in ongoing turbulence, and some factors
have more significant influence on the organizations than others. Digitalization, changing
working conditions and expectations of customers are relating to each other and changing in
terms of sales. The sales landscape is undergoing significant transformations, prompting
many sales organizations to reconsider the strategic role of their sales forces. With the rapid
changes in market dynamics, it has become imperative for sales organizations to adapt.
(Good et. al, 2022; Mattila et. al., 2021; Jones, Chonko and Roberts, 2004)

Moreover, Zoltners and others (2008) overview that there are internal and external
challenges and opportunities for sales organizations that force the sales to change. In
addition, to that divide, there are alpha issues and beta issues, that differ with the issues’
urgency and immediateness for attention. Alpha issue can be a merger that forces the
integration of two sales organizations. Beta issue can be that turnover of good people has
increased significantly, which is not that urgent but still needs attention in the long-term.
(Zoltners, Sinha and Lorimer, 2008)

Similarly, Jones and others (2004b) discuss obsolescence in sales, finding that it affects job
satisfaction and performance. A firm’s market orientation, however, can play a critical role
in countering obsolescence, with a learning orientation aiding in early detection of these
issues. Factors such as age, education, and the technological intensity of an industry affect
how obsolescence is perceived. In contrast, organizational change itself can further shape
how sales teams perceive and handle these challenges, suggesting that both market
orientation and adaptive organizational practices can mitigate adverse effects. (Jones,
Chonko and Roberts, 2004b)

Sales organizations have historically operated under a model centered on tangible goods
exchange, emphasizing embedded value and transactions. However, evolving perspectives
highlight the importance of intangible resources, value co-creation, and relationships,
suggesting a shift towards a dominant logic where service provision takes precedence over

goods in economic exchange. (Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 1); (Sheth and Sharma, 2008)

In addition, Sheth and Sharma (2008) found that traditional product-centric sales
organizations will undergo dual transformations. Firstly, advancements in technology will

streamline certain sales operations and diminish in-person interactions. Secondly, there will
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be a surge in customer-centric sales organizations and expansion of global account
management teams, fostering stronger customer connections among key market segments.
Complementing these insights, the shift toward servitization—a strategy where companies
transition from solely offering products to providing integrated product-service systems—
has become increasingly relevant. This approach enables businesses to generate recurring
revenue and strengthen customer relationships by offering value-added services, such as

subscription-based or performance-based models.(Kowalkowski et al., 2017)

These organizational shifts will necessitate alterations in the criteria, training, recruitment,
and responsibilities of sales personnel. Salespeople will assume a role beyond of general
managers, tasked with coordinating both internal and external resources to meet the diverse
needs and desires of customers. Their responsibilities will extend beyond mere selling to
encompass the orchestration of various resources towards customer satisfaction. (Sheth and
Sharma, 2008) To conclude, focus will be more on the sales organization and customer
focused sales organization, rather than just product focused and focusing on the salesperson.
Figure 3. presents the changes in salesforces, which have a crucial role in sales competence
changes in sales organizations nowadays. Sales personnel must have different competencies,
such as technological knowledge and understanding customer needs, in order to succeed in

their roles in sales organizations.

Sales automation Product focused Customer focused
Salesforce salesforce

Figure 3. Change in sales organizations (modified from Sheth and Sharma, 2008, 264)
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2.1.2 Technological competence in sales organizations

According to Moncrief and others (2015) the largest changes have been emphasizing
advancements in technology. The most recent changes in that include social media and other
related technologies. However, more recent journals suggest that there have become more
new technologies that are popular at the moment in sales organizations. There are predictive
sales analytics, virtual reality and Al bots that can support the productivity of the sales force.
(Alavi and Habel, 2021)

There was research of 128 experienced sales managers that analyzed insights about sales
technologies. Most of them used CRM systems (89 %), tablets (78 %) and social media
applications (73 %). It was noticed that even though there are these cutting-edge sales
technologies, most managers do not use them and they saw that a clear challenge for them
is how to successfully implement the newer technologies in the sales organizations and how
to adapt them to the sales forces. (Alavi and Habel, 2021, 84) Forbes (2019) research
confirms this challenge from the sales managers and presents that the largest challenge of
digitalization is that the employees do not want to adapt and use new technologies as they
fear that they lose their jobs. To contrast, recent research concluded that only 15 % of 584
salespeople disapproved the use of new technologies. There are still challenges with the
technologies as 33 % of the salespeople answered that they get mentally exhausted when

using the sales technologies. (Alavi and Habel, 2021)

In recent years, there has been ongoing discussion among sales experts and professionals
regarding the nature of selling, the role of salespeople in creating value, and the evolving
significance of sales personnel (Hartmann, Wieland and Vargo, 2018, 1). Hartman and
others (2018, 1) explain that the discussion is spurred by the escalating complexity of
markets, driven by factors such as heightened customer expectations, globalization,
expanded buying and selling channels, a plethora of product offerings, advancements in
technology, intensified competition, and the accessibility of information to buyers.

Organizations face numerous obstacles when it comes to adopting new technologies.
Among these challenges are internal political issues, such as conflicts between departments
like marketing and IT over control of the technology infrastructure or decisions related to

technology investments. (Chouki et al., 2020) Similarly, there are other researchers
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analysing that technology adaptation is challenging for salesforces, such as according to
Agnihotri and others (2023):

“a technology is adopted, a salesperson must learn to use it effectively, which
can be challenging considering the sheer number of different technologies that
salespeople are often expected to incorporate into their professional lives”

(Agnihotri et al., 2023, 314)

Hunter and Perreault (2007) agree with the importance of adapting to new sales technologies.
As sales representatives increasingly rely on sales technology (ST) to analyze market trends
and make informed recommendations, their ability to utilize a range of ST tools becomes
crucial. The integration of ST into sales strategies underscores the evolving nature of
relational selling, where sales teams are viewed not just as part of the promotion mix but as
integral to the firm's product. Rather than focusing solely on existing work processes,
managers should explore how technology can enable sales representatives to provide value
in innovative ways. As hiring and training become critical factors for sales force success in
this evolving landscape, organizations must adapt to meet the new demands of the sales

profession. (Hunter and Perreault, 2007)

In the history, technological advances, such as Internet, increased its attention when
developing sales processes. Zoltners and others (2001, 28) introduced internet’s impacts on
sales in three different categories; interest creation, prepurchase and purchase, and
postpurchase. There are opportunities, such as advertising on a company’s website, emails,
e-commerce buying sites, automated reordering, monitoring of transactions, emailed
feedback and customer discussion groups. During times, the possibilities of technologies
have increased, but the historical evidence suggests that sales technology does have crucial
influences on sales processes. As technologies are always developing, it can bring out

challenges in addition to the opportunities, and adaptation might take a lot from companies.

Sales organizations invest significant resources in sales technologies (STs), such as customer
relationship management and sales automation tools, with the aim of enhancing the
effectiveness and efficiency of their sales teams (Hunter and Perreault, 2007). Hunter and
Perreault (2007) have proposed that certain tasks related to building relationships play a

crucial role in connecting the use of sales technologies with key aspects of salesperson
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performance, including their ability to build relationships with customers and their
administrative efficiency. The authors found that relationship-forging tasks explain 57% of
the variability in a salesperson's ability to build relationships with customers. Additionally,
using sales technologies for analysis negatively impacts administrative performance for sales
directors.

Technological advancements have brought transformative opportunities and significant
challenges to sales organizations, impacting both sales processes and competencies.
Emerging tools like predictive analytics, Al, and virtual reality are reshaping productivity
and interactions within sales teams, while more established technologies like CRM systems
and tablets remain essential. However, implementing these technologies successfully has
proven difficult for many organizations due to internal challenges, such as employee
resistance, skill gaps, and the added complexity of aligning various systems. Additionally,
while digital tools offer avenues to improve efficiency, they also place new demands on sales
personnel, requiring a balance between technology use and relational sales skills. As sales
organizations increasingly focus on value-added selling, the adaptation to evolving

technologies is crucial for maintaining competitive advantage.

2.1.3 Selling strategies

There are three sales approaches to selling that are prospecting opportunities, value-based
selling and process selling (Stevens, 2016, 30). Stevens (2016, 34) describes value-based

selling as
“it is not about facts, but the return on the client’s interest”.

Rodriguez & Boyer (2022) state that sales organizations are changing because of COVID-
19 pandemic, especially the working conditions to more virtual and digital. The pandemic is
one of the pressuring forces for change for sales organizations, environmental turbulence. In
recent decades, there has been a significant transformation in the nature of professional
selling, leading to a fundamental redefinition of the sales force's role. (Marcos Cuevas,
2018) Marcos Cuevas (2018) identifies three key factors for the change that are the structure

of the offerings provided by suppliers to customers, the dynamics of supplier-customer
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relationships, and the setup of sales organizations along with the responsibilities of sales

personnel.

There is a consensus prevailing that the creation of exceptional customer value stands as
pivotal for ensuring the long-term survival and growth of a company. (Slater, 1997,
Woodruff, 1997) There have been multiple concepts related to value-based selling and
salesperson activities during the history of sales behaviour, such as adaptive selling,
customer-oriented selling and relationship selling. (Terho etal., 2012, 177) Terho and others
(2012) conclude that value-based selling involves collaborating with the customer to tailor
a market offering that quantifies benefits in monetary terms, driven by a profound

comprehension of the customer's business model.

The advancement of value-based selling techniques and the allocation of necessary resources
are bound to encounter challenges within sales organizations. While value-based selling
aligns with existing sales methodologies rather than supplanting them entirely, managing
diverse sales approaches concurrently poses a significant challenge for vendors and sales
executives. Thus, effectively implementing and integrating value-based selling into various
sales strategies necessitates the development of conflict resolution mechanisms and change

management practices within the sales organization. (Terho et al., 2012, 183)

“Sales executives face the challenge of having to manage a diverse portfolio
of sales reps excelling in different sales approaches and displaying different
behaviour” (Terho et al., 2012, 183)

Findings conclude that incentive management, cross-functional collaboration, and the
synergy between cross-functional teamwork and sales training proficiency correlate
positively with sales organizations' multifaceted competence, adaptiveness and flexibility.
Furthermore, prioritizing customer needs is shown to enhance combined customer
acquisition and retention selling. While companies with well-developed and coordinated
acquisition and retention capabilities experience enhanced organic growth, contrary to
expectations, increased profit growth is only achieved when acquisition capabilities are high.

(Nijssen, Guenzi and van der Borgh, 2017, 1)

Recently, researchers have suggested that the intraorganizational relationships and activities
of salespeople are equally significant to customer-directed behaviors in influencing sales
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performance. Bolander and others (2015) executed research where it was found out that
network variables have the capability to account for 26.6% of the variability observed in
sales performance. The findings are consistent with some conceptual suggestions that
relationships and behaviours within a salesperson's organization may be even more
important for determining performance than those outside their organization. (Bolander et
al., 2015) Sales management could benefit from encouraging sales personnel to spend time

in the office with each other more rather than just visiting clients.

On the whole, sales techniques have evolved to include prospecting, value-based selling, and
process selling, with a growing emphasis on value-based selling that prioritizes the client’s
interests over mere facts. The shift toward virtual environments driven by the COVID-19
pandemic has accelerated these changes, further redefining the sales force’s role. Value-
based selling, which requires understanding the customer's business model to tailor
offerings, aligns with traditional sales methods but brings challenges in managing diverse
approaches within sales teams. Integrating customer acquisition and retention with strong
intraorganizational collaboration and political skills is shown to positively impact sales
performance, underscoring the importance of both internal relationships and customer-

focused strategies.

2.2 Sales management

In this section of sales organization theories, sales management is introduced. Current trends
in sales reseach in relation to sales management, such as change management, time
management, coaching and sales well-being, are demonstrated and the challenges and

possibilities of those are analyzed.

Miller (2001, 1) offered a definition of proactive sales managers to sales researchers.
Proactive sales managers have the competences to spend their limited resources on the
correct situations and are always thinking about the future decisions when making decisions.
They also present the factors of sales leadership, which are communication, culture, people
focused and customer focused activities. There are different skills that make competent sales
personnel and sales managers. It is conducted, that good listening skills, prioritization and
time management skills and goal-oriented thinking can affect positively to sales
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organization’s performance as a whole. (Miller, 2001, 1-2) More recent definition of sales

executive responsibilities is also presented:

“Sales executives have to achieve a particular level or volume of sales so as
to contribute to profits to ensure planned business growth.” (Chunawalla,
2021, 1)

There are multiple responsibilities for sales managers to achieve the business growth that is

their duty. Marthur (2008, 161) presents a list of the roles sales management have to perform:

defining sales policy of the company, marketing research, pricing and terms of business,
distribution, advertising, selection, training and motivation of the salesmen, sales territory
allocation, sales target for territories, sales forecasting, expense budgets, selling cost control

and reporting and control system.

2.2.1 Change management

Change has consistently shaped the role and practices of salespersons throughout history
(Jones, Roberts and Chonko, 2000, 37; Weeks et al., 2004). The role of a salesperson has
been influenced by the combination of competitive market intensity along with behavioral,
technological, and managerial changes (Anderson, 1996) . Jones and others (2000, 40) have
researched that there are organizational variables that affect the success of change
management. It is identified that information sharing, good organizational climate, suiting
organizational structure and market orientation in a sales organization can have influences
to change management. However, newer researchers have presented change management

with more depth and different perspectives.

Given that each individual has unique needs, ideas, and experiences, which may not always
align with the official company structure, there is no straightforward formula for successful
change management. Instead, it is a multifaceted process that must address three key areas:
the organization and the individuals involved, the corporate structures, and the corporate
culture (Lauer, 2020; Jones et. al. 2000). There are also different perspectives to change
management in sales organization. According to Kumar (2013), change management in sales

organizations involves a blend of spiritual principles and practical leadership strategies. The
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blend encourages setting clear priorities, achieving personal and organizational goals, and

fostering a culture of contentment.

Change is becoming a significant factor in the daily operations of businesses. To navigate
this effectively, companies require specific techniques, collectively known as change
management, to manage these changes optimally. (Lauer, 2020)

“Change management can be defined as the sum of tasks, measures and
activities that are intended to bring about a comprehensive, cross-
departmental and far-reaching change in an enterprise or organization
(Helmold, 2020).”

Lauer (2020) does not involve defining goal’s content or developing methods of corporate

strategies into the definition of change management:

“Change management focuses on crafting the best route from the initial to the
desired end state. (Lauer, 2020, 4)”

Change management involves introducing a new mission, vision, strategies, structures,
systems, processes, and behaviors within an organization. The primary aim is to achieve a
lasting competitive edge and secure a favorable market position for the long term (Helmold,
2020).

According to Weeks and others (2004), there is a positive correlation between sales
manager’s perception of readiness to change and their job performance, which indicates that

sales managers need to be ready for change management to succeed in their job well.

In essence, change management has long been integral to the sales profession, shaped by
market competition, technology, and organizational dynamics. Research highlights that
effective change management in sales requires a combination of adaptive strategies, from
fostering a supportive organizational climate to implementing flexible corporate structures.
Contemporary perspectives, such as those of Kumar (2013), suggest a holistic approach
blending practical leadership with personal development, while others, like Helmold (2020),
emphasize the importance of aligning organizational strategies, systems, and culture to
secure a sustainable competitive advantage. Ultimately, a well-prepared and adaptable sales

team is essential for navigating the complexities of ongoing change.
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2.2.2 Time management

Time management is focused on what are the essential tasks in hand and how to do them
with a time that creates leverage and productivity to the sales processes. Miller (2001, 44)
highlighted three important elements of time management that are maximizing current
resources, investing in the company’s competitive advantages and realizing where the
money comes from in sales organizations. The allocation of time at work can be difficult for
sales personnel and it demands organization and balance between discretionary behaviors,
such as helping and voice behaviors, and the job tasks that they have in hand. (Bachrach et
al., 2024, 3)

Time management opposes many challenges for sales organizations. Sales managers are
often using their time, energy and resources wastefully to misapplied management strategies
and it is essential to optimize the time used for each manager. (ProtoView, 2016; Rapp et
al., 2020) Rapp and others (2016, 145) mention that time could be managed more efficiently
by prioritizing person-focused behaviors over administrative tasks. He also observed that
time management needs to be varying based on the experience the team has on sales.
Training and support with customers can be prioritized when the team has less experience
and management can manage and plan more when dealing with more experienced teams. As
a whole, strategic time management is seen as essential for success of sales organizations,
and it has a lot of challenges and improvements to be made by companies based on scholars

research.

Bachrach and others (2024, 3) voice that the experience of not having enough time to do
your work tasks in time can propose difficulties and professional implications. It is also
pointed out that time management skills can help reduce the negative impact of workplace
interruptions, and consequently, make interruptions not have an negative influence on
getting tasks done and feelings of stress or irritation. (Ma et al., 2019) Different types of
discretionary behaviors can have varying on sales performance and managers would benefit
from being cautious in emphasizing and supporting one specific one, such as helping,
because it can cause decrease in sales performance if the personal do not have excellent time

management skills. (Bachrach et al., 2024, 11)
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2.2.3 Coaching

It is defined that sales management team coaching is one of the components of sales force
productivity (Zoltners, Sinha and Zoltners, 2001b, 42).

Sales coaching can be defined as the “action-oriented process of equipping salespeople, sales
managers and senior sales executives with appropriate KSA [knowledge, skills and abilities]
that will contribute toward cognitive, emotional and behavioral development and enable
them to achieve sales task-related and organization-related goals and objectives in an
effective manner”. (Badrinarayanan et al., 2015) Sales managers heavily rely on coaching
to develop their sales teams, and effective coaching skills are crucial for their success.
(Nguyen et al., 2019)

Martin (2015) presents that among the attributes that contribute to effective sales
management, salespeople consistently rank "coaching skills" as one of the most important
qualities possessed by outstanding sales managers. However, many sales managers lack
proper training in coaching techniques. One challenge is the lack of clarity on the specific
skills needed for effective sales coaching. Researchers have studied a psychometrically
sound measure of effective sales coaching (ESC). Unlike previous measures which may not
be suitable for sales contexts, the ESC scale comprises three dimensions: adaptability,
involvement, and rapport. These dimensions directly and indirectly impact sales
performance. The ESC scale outperforms traditional managerial coaching scales in
explaining variance in sales performance. (Nguyen et al., 2019) Scholars have viewed that
being people-focused can make a good sales manager and factors, such as motivation,
coaching, counseling and mentoring are skills that can help sales management succeed. To
contradict, it is mentioned that good salespersons are usually customer-focused and more
independent in their skills. (Miller, 2001, 8)

Companies are using more and more automated support systems in their processes. Usage
of historical data and new software to make strategic decisions has been proposed by
researchers to make more informed decisions and therefore improving the competitiveness
in dynamic markets. (Ketter et al., 2012, 1263).
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2.2.4 Sales well-being

There has been a rising trend of well-being in companies and it has been promoted and
researched a lot more recently (Chandy et al., 2021; Mick, 2008; The United Nations, 2019)
but according to Dugan and others (2023), in relation to sales function, well-being research
is lacking. Sales personnel are the ones generating revenue for the firms, which makes the
well-being of salespeople essential. The definition introduced in the research for sales well-

being based on current research is:

“A business philosophy that guides the sales function to develop and implement
strategies that foster eudemonic and hedonic well-being for the members of the sales
function and its stakeholders in order to achieve improved performance outcomes at

individual, organizational, and societal levels (Dugan, Ubal and Scott, 2023, 66). ~

However, scholars have defined well-being with many other perspectives in addition to the
sales well-being (Dugan, Ubal and Scott, 2023b; Smith et al., 2013). There are for example
economists that emphasize income and wage level relation to well-being (Van et al., 2014).
In this research, we focus on specifically sales organizations and such, use the definition
offered by Dugan and others (2023, 66).

There are many aspects to well-being of salespeople: processes, and performance metrics
within the organization. The relationships between these elements are interconnected and
dynamic, with well-being influencing both processes and performance. Leadership plays a
crucial role in promoting well-being throughout the organization, requiring buy-in from
frontline managers who understand the connection between employee well-being and
performance outcomes. Dugan and others conclude that well-being in sales can be enhanced
with many actions, such as substantial investments and volunteering. These practices can
enhance employee satisfaction, boost brand awareness and lead to positive effects on
performance. (Dugan, Ubal and Scott, 2023a, 71)

Time allocation is one of the challenges mentioned by scholars in sales organizations. Sales
managers often balance team oversight with selling to customers. Research has examined
their time allocation's impact on team performance, highlighting a "hybrid" approach.
Effective time management, covering people management, information handling, customer

interaction, and administrative tasks, is seen as crucial. Insights have suggested adjusting
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time allocation based on team experience, emphasizing people management for experienced

teams and customer interaction for less experienced ones. (Rapp et al., 2020b)

In addition to these challenges related to salesperson well-being, scholars, such as Chaker
and others (2021), have researched salesperson social isolation, which is defined by them as
feelings of disconnect from coworkers because of working more outside than inside the firm
they work in. The study findings show that social isolation for salespersons can impact their
well-being and in consequence, their performance in work. The findings for example show,
that for salespersons, internal relationships are important part of their well-being. Chaker
and others (2021) also analyse, that COVID-19 has had an impact on social isolation feelings

for salespersons, making the feelings of disconnect stronger.

2.3 Sales organization’s challenges and trends

To gain a clear grasp of the collected theory, it is essential to provide a summary. As Zoltners
and others (2001a) introduce, sales organizations are constantly having a variety of
opportunities and challenges. The table introduced by them is modified to summarize the

challenges and trends introduced in this literature review (Figure 4).

Challenges Characteristics Trends Characteristics
« Customer expectations and purchasing behaviour changing (Moncrief + Alterations mn the responsibilities of salespersennel and
RN et. al., 2015, Weeks et. al. 2004) Change management are changing (Sheth and Sharma, 2008)
apid change 5 5
P 2 - Shift towards customer-centric sales and servitization (Sheth and management - New trends related to change management arise, such
Sharma, 2008; Kowalkowski et. al, 2017) as coaching and other new sales management types
» The amount and the rapidness of new technologies make it challenging
Techmalogical for sales personnel to adapt it all (Agnihotri et al., 2023) «» Current digitalization trends are predictive sales
dv . « There comes challenges when adopting new technologies, such as Digitalization analytics, virtual reality and AT bots (Alavi and Habel,
advancemen internal policies and conflict between different departments (Chouki et 2021)
al., 2022)
Change : Thm By g ro@“la ffez arenssiill iz g Emar Value-based - “It 1s not about facts, but the return on the client’s
mdmviduals have umque needs, 1deas and expenences (Lauer, 2020; ) -
management Jomes et. al 2000) selling mterest” (Stevens, 2016)
. . « Sales managers equippng salespersons with the suitable
« Somet t ted with appl t =g =a 5
S R D AR e AR knowledge, skills and abilities enabling them to work
. wastefully (ProtoView, 2016; Rapp et al., 2020) . -
Time management - . Coaching their best (Badrinarayanan et al., 2015)
-« Experences of not having enough time can impact on work
+ Sales managers apply coaching techniques heavily to
performance (Bachrach et. al. 2024) = =
develop their sales teams (Nguyen et. al., 2019)
- Sales management nnwafiays have mvltlple responsibilities and they S » B e ety
Sales management need be able to adapt quickly to new issues (Marthur, 2008;
well-being order to achieve better outcomes (Dugan et. al., 2023)
‘Chunawalla, 2021)

Figure 4. Challenges and trends in sales organizations
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Figure 4 introduces the challenge themes found from literature and their characteristics in
the first part of the figure. Next, trends in sales management and sales competence are

presented and characterized.

2.3.1 Future of sales organizations

Hannig and Seebacher (2023, 431) note that sales automation is one of the most fundamental
changes in organizations in the future of digital transformation. It is found essential that
marketing and sales organizations work together with more integration in the future. The
interplay of customer relationship management and marketing has been a trend for a couple

of years already, but it is seen as beneficial in the future also in increasing manner.

In the future, there is a need for adaptation of humans to interact with machines even more.
It is believed that there in the sales organizations’ future, communication between humans,
machines, robots and augmented reality via different interfaces becomes essential. (Hannig
and Seebacher, 2023, 436)

Research in sales technology at the moment reflects the idea that, despite changes, many
challenges remain consistent over time. Issues that sales teams dealt with several decades
ago—Ilike figuring out how to properly utilize new technologies, incorporating them into the
sales workflow, and securing buy-in from frontline staff—are still present today, though they
may have evolved slightly. (Agnihotri et al., 2023, 316) It is seen from the previous literature
and more recent literature that there are many same themes that challenge sales personnel
over the decades, such as ongoing rapid change, technological advancements, sales
management and sales competence in general. However, there are also some new challenges

that have risen with the changing culture of workplaces, such as salespeople well-being.

In summary, the future of sales organizations will be significantly shaped by technological
advancements, particularly in automation and the integration of marketing and sales
functions. This evolution is expected to enhance customer relationship management and
foster more seamless communication between humans and machines, including the use of

robots and augmented reality.

While many challenges remain, such as effectively incorporating new technologies into

workflows and securing buy-in from sales personnel, key themes like rapid change, sales
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competence, and effective management continue to influence the field. Additionally,
emerging concerns, such as employee well-being in a digital workplace, are becoming
increasingly vital. As the landscape evolves, other essential factors will also play a critical

role in the success of future sales organizations.
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3 Methodology

This chapter delves into the research design and methodology employed in this study. It
begins with an explanation of the research design, followed by a description of the data
collection and participant characteristics and in the end data analysis methods are introduced.

In addition, the data introduction is presented after analysis methods.

Artificial intelligence (ChatGPT) is utilized in this research primarily to enhance grammar
and ensure the text is free from language errors. Its application is specifically focused on

linguistic refinement and accuracy.

3.1 Research design

This research is qualitative in nature. Qualitative studies encompass a broad range of
approaches and methods for studying social life (Saldana, 2011, 3). The study employs this
qualitative approach to gain an in-depth understanding of the experiences, challenges, and
trends in sales competence and management within Finnish companies. In qualitative
research, the data collected and analysed are primarily non-quantitative, including textual
materials such as interview transcripts, field notes, and documents, as well as visual

materials like artifacts, photographs, and video recordings (Saldana, 2011, 3).

In this research context, the data is derived from interview transcripts and Microsoft Teams
-recordings, emphasizing the participants’ perspectives and knowledge relevant to the topic
being explored, as qualitative studies focus on textual rather than numerical data to capture

the richness of participants' experiences and insights (Flick, 2011).

3.2 Data collection process and participant characteristics

28 semi-structured interviews were conducted to gather an understanding of the aim of the
research. The interviews were done in a face-to-face setting or in a video meeting and
recorded. They lasted approximately 45 minutes, and the interviewed persons were

experienced sales directors and executives from Finnish companies. Purposive sampling was
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used when gathering the interviewees, in which participants are deliberately selected based
on their potential to provide relevant and useful information, ensuring that research resources
are used effectively to deepen understanding (Campbell et al., 2020, 24; Kelly, 2010, 317).

The interviews began with questions (Appendix 1) about the person’s background in sales
and continued with discussion about the company’s sales organizations and how they
managed. After the background questions, it was asked about the challenges and trends in
sales management and competence. In the end, there were also questions about their opinions
on the competence of sales organizations in Finland. The purpose of the interviews was to
gather information and opinions on how the sales directors experience sales organizations

and the trends and challenges of sales competence and sales management.

Interview Title Work expe_rience in sales Business sector Revenue of the
(approximate years) company (€)
1 Sales director 20 Machinery manufacturing 800 million
2 Director, customer segments and sohtions 10 Human Resources 380 million
3 Sales director, East-Finland 20 Steel Stainless steel and almminium products 300 million
4 Sales director 13 Environmental technology 33 milion
5 Sales Director Nordic Region 13 Technology provider (indoor air sohtions) 270 million
[ Sales director 10 Machine construction 3.5 million
7 Sales direcctor 10 Arc welding industry 150 milion
8 Sales director 15 Sheet metal manufacturing 10 hillion
9 Sales director 11 Wood processing 126 million
10 Vice President. Sales 15 Machinery manufacturing 20 million
11 Sales director 10 Forest industry 6 billion
12 Sales director 20 Shipbuilding 1.3 billion
13 Sales director 25 Construction 240 million
14 Sales and marketing director 20 Renewable energy solutions 6.4 billion
15 Sales director 15 Steel fabrication 126 million
16 Sales director 20 Measurement instruments 380 million
17 Sales director 15 Manufacturer of dairy products 2 billion
18 Director, sales and services 15 Flow control technologies 305 million
19 Director. Enterprise Business Line 20 Software provider 50 million
20 Head of Sales 10 Electric machines 4 million
21 Debuty M: ing director 15 Paper containers and packaging 2 million
22 Sales Team Manager 10 Cement manufacturer 150 million
23 Sales director 20 Heaters and sauna accessories 2.2 million
24 Sales director 10 Pharmaceutical products 1.2 billion
25 Sales and marketing director 15 Construction and property development 17.2 billion
26 Sales director in Finland 15 Steel manufacturing 3 billion
27 Sales director 15 Packaging industry 2 billion
28 Sales director 25 Injection moulding production 17 million

Table 1. Interview data

Table 1. presents the interviewed persons’ titles, work experience in sales and company’s
business sector and revenue. It is seen that there are a lot of different profiles interviewed,
to gain more profound and extensive basis for the research analysis. The data consists of 28
interviewed persons and most of them had had higher education studies in their background.

Ten had studied in business administration and twelve had engineering study backgrounds.
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14 % of the interviewed persons had studied both business and engineering studies. Two of

the interviewees had no higher education.

As the interviewees are working in sales management, the work experience in sales is
correlating with the high positions in their companies. The medium of the work experience
was 15 years in sales, but couple of people had even more than 25 years of experience in

sales.

In addition to the information table 1. offers, most of the interviewed sales directors have
business-to-business sales activities in their organizations. Only two have business-to-
consumes sales and one has both activities under their control. There are the revenues of the
whole companies categorized that took part in the study. To conclude, the companies
involved in this research are mostly industrial companies doing business and sales with other
companies. The data reveals, that 20 of the companies have sales representative involved in
their executive team. Over half of the companies have some kind of customer relationship
management software in use and almost all the organizations use incentives for sales

personnel.

3.3 Data analysis method

The data from the interviews was analyzed using thematic analysis, a method designed to
identify, analyze, and report patterns within qualitative data. This approach involved
systematically coding the interview transcripts and organizing the data into key themes
(Figure 5) that aligned with the research focus, such as sales competence, challenges, and
management trends. The process of coding enabled the structuring of complex data into
manageable segments, facilitating a clearer connection between the findings and the research
objectives. Coding serves as a crucial tool for simplifying data organization, thereby

enhancing its relevance and alignment with the study's aims. (Farquhar, 2012)
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The analysis began by applying a deductive approach, where the data was organized into

categories aligned with the interview questions and related theoretical concepts (Farquhar,

2012). Following the initial coding process, an inductive method was employed to identify

recurring themes and patterns across the interviews, allowing for more refined coding

(Farquhar, 2012). To develop a more structured coding system, the results from both coding

phases were combined, creating a hierarchical framework. This hierarchy, illustrated in

Figure 5, strengthens the data analysis and provides direction for the ongoing research.
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4 Empirical analysis

The empirical analysis focuses on introducing findings from the gathered data. In this
chapter, data findings are presented and analysed. The findings are compared to the existing
literature and the themes coded from the data are introduced and explained. It is essential to
understand the differences between the existing literature and the answers given from the
data.

The findings aim to give an understanding of what are the key challenges and opportunities
associated with sales competence and sales management in Finnish companies’ sales
organizations. Firstly, the trends in sales organizations are introduced and explained. Second,
the challenges sales forces face are presented and analysed. Lastly, perceived sales
competence is analysed based on the data, linking it to the trends, challenges and possibilities

in sales organizations.

4.1 Trends in sales organizations

Figure 6. introduces the trends in sales organizations based on the data and the coding
process done. The bars in the figure describe the number of interviewed persons that
mentioned the specific trend next to the bar. Coaching was answered the most times, fifteen

and the second most answered trend was digitalization.

Continuous change is a theme that has been in researchers’ (such as Hartmann, Wieland and
Vargo, 2018; Hunter and Perreault, 2007; Jones, Chonko and Roberts, 2004a; Moncrief and
Marshall, 2005; Schmitz and Ganesan, 2014; Stevens, 2016) mind before and it is answered
as a trend in sales organizations eleven times. Value based selling and personnel well-being

are also trends that conquer multiple times from the data, specifically seven and five times.
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Figure 6. Trends in sales organizations

In the next five sub-chapters, the themes presented in the figure are described and analysed
more profoundly. There are also quotations from the interviews to explain and demonstrate

what the sales directors have said and how the analysis has come to these specific terms.

4.1.1 Coaching

Coaching was the term discovered in coding that was the most frequently when talking about
trends in sales organizations, especially in sales management. It was also called as
mentoring, guiding leadership, supportive leadership and empowering leadership. The term
coaching was however used to describe all of these mentioned terms, because the description
given was always something that defined coaching as the term the most suitably. Coaching

was described by interviewee 10:

"A person who is able to provide support when needed, create the framework,
and then build the network and organization so that it truly functions and

thrives together."
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This core idea is the theme that most of the sales directors communicated. Some of the
answerers also added to this definition of coaching by saying that coaching can be listening
and being there for the salespeople but not being too restrictive. Interviewee 12 commented

about sales directors that apply coaching methods successfully:

"Supports the team, helps the team succeed by providing assistance, support, and
guidance, listens, and isn't someone who takes over everything but gives space to the
salespeople, gives their own team space, doesn’t overpower everything, and listens

to individuals. Is present, close, and accessible.”

Badrinarayanan and others (2015) use a very similar definition to coaching that is mentioned
in this research. In addition, previous researchers have identified coaching as one of the most

important parts of their success in sales management (Nguyen et al., 2019).

4.1.2 Digitalization

Digitalization was answered as a trend in sales management twelve times. It was defined by
most as deployment of data and technology in sales processes. As an example, sales directors
said that integration of face-to-face and virtual sales meeting is getting more popular.
According to Moncrief and others (2015) the largest changes have been emphasizing
advancements in technology. The sales directors in Finland mostly agree with the analysis

of Moncrief and others.

Interviewee 4 said that digitalization allows sales personnel to receive more profound

information about their business:

"There is a lot of information and data, but how it is analyzed and how it is used to

¢

benefit one's own business, and that's the kind of deep understanding. *

Even though digitalization is seen as a trend in sales organizations by sales directors, some
still don’t know how to manage it properly, and this is the main reason why technological
advancement are seen as a challenge in sales management and sales competence in addition

to it being a trend.
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4.1.3 Continuous change

Change management is a theme that researchers have researched in the previous literature.
Continuous change is also a theme that sales directors in Finland have identified as a trend

in sales organizations. Interviewee 14 defined it as:

"And things change, so maybe sales styles will also change in a changing

world."

Lauer (2020) and Weeks and others (2004) have analyzed that sales managers need to be
ready for change management to succeed in their job well. The sales directors in Finland
mostly agree with this conclusion. However, change management was not so clearly defined
as the trend in the data. It was discussed about continuous change and how it is trendy for

sales management also. As the quotation says, change was just mentioned as a trend.

The research data doesn’t differ from previous literature in a significant way. The same

themes are discussed and the definition Helmold (2020) offered, can be applied to this data:

“Change management can be defined as the sum of tasks, measures and
activities that are intended to bring about a comprehensive, cross-

departmental and far-reaching change in an enterprise or organization. ”

Continuous change as a challenge in sales organizations is analysed more in the chapter
4.2.1.

4.1.4 Value-based selling

Value-based selling is defined as one of the selling strategies by Stevens (2016). Seven sales
directors answered that value-based selling is a trend in sales organizations in Finland.

Interviewee 14 described it:

"How you can help the customer with your solutions, either to save or to bring some

‘

value, so bringing value, that's a really big thing. *

Value bringing to clients has been identified as important force in sales for a long time now

already (Slater, 1997; Woodruff, 1997). However, couple of sales directors did mention that
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value-based selling is not anymore a trend in sales and it has shifted towards new trends. The
sales directors saying this were from larger companies. To conclude this trend had some
different opinions about it. Everyone did agree that it had been a trend a longer time than for

example coaching.

4.1.5 Personnel well-being

In recent years, the emphasis on personnel well-being has significantly increased across
sales organizations, especially in Finland based on the research data findings. However,
previous literature agrees with these findings (Chandy et al., 2021; Mick, 2008; The United

Nations, 2019) Sales director 8 communicated it as such:

“Caring, showing that you care, in my opinion, that is much more important

and essential nowadays than, say, five or six years ago.”

This shift towards prioritizing employee well-being reflects broader societal trends and a
growing awareness within organizations of the link between employee satisfaction,

productivity, and long-term organizational success. Interviewee 25 analysed well-being:

"For our own team, we've aimed to emphasize well-being and the balance
between work and free time, so that it would be clear and aligned in how we

can manage it.”

To contrast, Dugan and others (2023), still think that well-being research is lacking in
some aspects. This research adds to sales well-being research by giving the perspective of

Finnish sales directors.

4.2 Challenges in sales organizations

In this chapter, challenges identified by sales directors in Finnish sales organizations in sales
competence and sales management are presented and analysed. The answers were given by
their own perspective in their own organizations, and the aim of this section is to identify

the challenges and get more understanding about the reasons behind these specific
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challenges. In addition, it is essential to analyse how these challenges were coded from the

data and how the specific terms were chosen.

Challenges in sales competence and sales management

6
6
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10
12
15
20
0 5 10 15 20

number of answers

Figure 7. Challenges in sales organizations

The figure 7 introduces the challenges in sales competence and sales management. The bars
present the number of times different interviewees were giving the specific answer as a
challenge in their sales organizations. The noticeably most challenging theme given by the
Finnish sales directors is continuous change. It is mentioned as a challenge by twenty sales
management personnel of twenty-eight interviewed. It is seen as a trend and a challenge by
8 interviewees. The second most challenging theme in sales competence and management is
technological change. It is differentiated from the general theme change, because when
asked about challenges in sales organizations, it was mentioned as a separate challenge by

the sales directors.

The next three most answered challenges were connected to sales management, personnel
management, change management and time management. Ensuring sales personnel well-
being, value-based selling and communication in negotiation situations are also challenges
coded from the data, seven and six times. Some of the challenges in sales organizations are
similar or same to the trends in Finnish sales organizations. The sales directors might see

that these trends in sales are the themes that need to be exceptionally good in, making them

25
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their challenging things to manage also. Sales director 11 commented about how to develop

in these challenges:

"In order to ensure that development becomes permanently embedded in work
practices, there definitely needs to be patience to stretch the entire development

process over a sufficiently long-time frame."

This will explain the analysis about the similarities in challenges and trends, which was
already introduced before the quotation. In addition, sales directors conclude that in order to
be successful in managing these challenges, it is essential to work together and be a united
team in sales organizations, and even in the whole business. Different sales management
themes were seen as challenging for the sales management and it might connect to them

wanting to develop themselves to get the whole team to work as a team better.

Miller (2001) and Marthur (2008) researched that sales managers have a lot of different
responsibilities, and these included great listening skills, time management skills and
communication skills. Researchers previously have similar opinions on how the sales
managers can be successful. In addition, it might be easier to give answers in what you lack
than what your whole team or some other persons might have challenges in. This
phenomenon would also explain why there are many of those sales management related
challenges.

4.2.1 Continuous change

Continuous change is the challenge that was answered as the largest challenge by most of
the sales directors interviewed. Interviewee 21 discussed about the hectic pace that the world

and organizations change in:
"That hectic feeling, as if everything needed to be done by yesterday."

The described change involved internal and external changes happening, for example the
pandemic and change in sales practices. Flaherty (2018) concluded that it is crucial
nowadays for sales organizations’ success to adapt to changes quickly. That defines the
changes seen as challenge by the sales directors also. Sales director 22 said the challenge of

external changes well that was agreed most of the interviewees:
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“It seems like in recent years, everything has been about unexpected changes. The
world has changed so much. First, there was COVID, and everyone had to learn
remote sales quickly. ... It’s been quite a challenge to deal with all this. These have
really been years of change, and perhaps the biggest challenge has been how to

adapt to all these changes.”

By Zoltners, Sinha and Zoltners,” (2001) definition, the sales directors mentioned changes
that were alpha and beta in addition to the differentiation between external and internal

changes.

Example of the internal changes that challenge the sales organization was given by

interviewee 14:
"And then things change, so sales styles may also change in a changing world."

The challenge is the shift in the sales practices and what is essential in selling. Vargo and
Lusch (2004) and Sheth and Sharma (2008) have researched the shift in sales organizations
from selling products to selling services, and that there are nowadays a lot of new

characteristics in selling, such as value added, that affect the sales process.

To conclude, the challenge of continuous change is seen as a crucial challenge for almost all
the Finnish sales organizations interviewed. The data agrees with previous literature that
consists of internal and external change and that the change adaptation is crucial for business
success in sales. However, the data findings add to literature by giving the perspective of

sales management in Finland and also adding the depth to the theme of change.

4.2.2 Technological change

Fifteen sales directors say that technological change is challenging in their sales
organizations. Technological change in this context refers to new technologies,
digitalization, data utilization and the fast pace the technology develops. Even though it is
seen as a challenge, it is also seen that it can bring opportunities and streamline the whole

sales organization:

"Rapid technological advancement is, of course, one thing that brings

challenges, but it also offers opportunities. * (Interviewee 28)
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According to Moncrief and others (2015), the most recent changes in technology include
social media. The 2015 research is not agreed by this research data. Sales directors did not
mention social media at all and if asked about specific technological changes, they discussed

Al and data utilization. For example, from interview 4:

"This amount of data. When we get so much information, there are so many

sources of data, how can we manage and utilize it for sales management.”

To contrast, Alavi and Habel (2021), concluded that it is challenging for sales organizations
to adapt to these new technologies and implement them successfully. The conclusion agrees
with this data completely and it even describes how the sales directors see technological
change as a challenge.

Chouki and others (2022) analysed that challenging in adaptation of new technologies is
internal political issues. The statement is partially similar to the data findings. Sales directors
thought that personnel do not want to take risks with new technologies, which can be related
to these internal political issues. To conclude, the largest challenge seen by sales directors

relating to technological changes can be summarized to this quotation from interview 27:

""So then, how do we keep our own team up to speed?"

4.2.3 Management of salespeople

Sales management is generally perceived as a challenging area, particularly when discussing
sales competence and management issues within the sales directors' own organizations. The
data reveals twelve distinct coding themes related to these challenges. A recurring concern
expressed by the directors is how to effectively manage sales personnel to maximize their

performance. As Sales Director 9 remarked:

“the individual-level management, how to mentor, coach, and motivate each

salesperson equally. *

Miller (2001) described sales managers as individuals who excel in allocating their limited
resources to the most impactful situations while maintaining a forward-thinking approach in

their decision-making. The data findings have similarities with this definition. Chunawalla



47

(2021) defined sales management from the perspective of achieving specific sales volume
targets to support planned business growth effectively. The findings suggest that the sales
directors in Finnish sales organization do not see the profit-making responsibility as their
challenge. Profit and volume in sales was not mentioned at all when discussing sales

management as a challenge.

4.2.4 Change management

Change management connects to the themes of continuous change and technological change.
Hence, change management in the context of the data findings means how to manage these
changes happening in sales organizations the best way. It is seen especially challenging by
the sales directors.

Jones and others (2000) researched that there are variables that affect the success of change
management. Sales directors in the research analyse that good communication skills are
essential in change management. The culture of change is also mentioned in the data
findings. However, variables mentioned by Jones and others, such as market orientation and

structure of the organization are not mentioned in the data.

The interviewed persons agree with Lauer (2020) in that change has become a significant
factor in the daily operations of sales. Helmold (2020) mentions that in order to manage
change successfully, introducing new missions, vision, strategies, structures and systems is

essential. This might be seen as one of the challenges in change management.

4.2.5 Time management

Time management is challenging in opinion of nine sales directors in the data. Time
management can be analysed to be under management of sales personnel, but it is described
and mentioned separately nine times, and hence it is separated as its own challenge. The

sales directors describe it as such:

"Time is limited, and of course, you should achieve results.” (Interviewee 7)
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Bachrach and others (2024) describe that the allocation of time can be difficult for sales
personnel and it demands a balance for example between helping and the tasks they have in
hand. The sales directors in this research see this management of time for their personnel

challenging.

The data findings do not clearly state what is the specific reason why sales directors find
time management challenging and it is discussed in more of a general way. Ma and others
(2019) conclude that interruptions have negative impact on getting tasks done and feeling of
stress and irritation. The sales directors may see that the balance between being supportive

and helping but without causing too many interruptions is difficult.

4.2.6 Ensuring well-being

Challenge revealed from the data is also confirming salespeople well-being. Seven of the
twenty-eight sales managers mentioned well-being and the management of it as a clear

seperate challenge in sales organizations. Interviewee 8 described it as such:

"From the company's perspective, the challenge is probably that everyone is

different, and what brings well-being to each person is different."

Van and others (2014) have defined well-being in relation to income and wage levels, but in

this research context, the sales directors do not mention income levels at all.

However, Dugan’s and others (2023) mentioning that salespeople well-being influences
processes and performance is supported by this research. The Finnish sales directors
comment that it is essential for the success and performance of the sales team that everyone
is having a healthy balance in their lives between work and free time activities. To contrast,
the data findings do not have any indications that volunteering or similar activities would

improve salespeople well-being in the perspective of the sales directors. (Dugan et. a., 2023)
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4.2.7 Value-based selling

Incorporating value-based selling as a strategic focus in Finnish sales organizations presents
a notable challenge for six sales directors. Emphasizing a value-driven approach requires
sales teams to cultivate an in-depth understanding of each client’s business context, enabling
them to tailor narratives and highlight unique value propositions that resonate specifically

with the client's objectives and pain points. As sales director 27 noted:

“You have to thoroughly understand the customer's business, so that the story

’

and value addition work there; those might be the most crucial factors.’

This underscores the critical role of insight-driven engagement in establishing trust and
aligning solutions with client needs, a process that demands both advanced skills and
ongoing support within the sales organization. Terho and others (2012) agree with the
findings of this research, as they have analysed that value-based selling involves
collaborating with the customer and understanding what market offering would benefit the

customer’s business model the best.

4.2.8 Communication in negotiation situations

The last challenge mentioned by also six directors is negotiation in communication
situations. This was not seen as a challenge at all by couple of sales directors when asked
straightforwardly about it. The sales directors who saw this as challenging, concluded the

theme:

I3

"This negotiation technique and tactic, well, that's an obvious challenge.’

(interviewee 4)

This challenge is controversial in this research context and can’t be proven to be a challenge
in the context of Finnish sales organizations. It was argued by some that communication in
negotiations is a skill that every sales organization should already posses and that it can’t be
a challenge nowadays. However, it was noticed that some smaller companies in profit and
size, saw the negotiation communication challenging. Some sales directors also mentioned,
that there is always room for improvement in negotiation techniques and it can never be

perfect.
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4.3 Sales competence in Finland

Sales competence is shaped by unique cultural values and attitudes toward work (according
to Spencer and Spencer 2008), in addition to the trends and challenges experienced by sales
directors, which influence how salespeople approach both domestic and international
markets. One of the central characteristics highlighted by Finnish sales professionals is
honesty. Finnish salespeople tend to be more straightforward in their approach, often

avoiding over-promising or embellishing, as one director observed:

“Finns are too honest when selling and don’t make exaggerated promises like
others do, which can leave Finnish salespeople lagging behind in international

markets.” (Interviewee 6)

This commitment to honesty is also seen as a strength, especially in roles requiring expertise

and transparency. Another interviewee noted:

“Our mentality in Finland is quite honest in work life, and it can take us far,

but as mentioned, a Finnish engineer is still not the best salesperson.’

(Interviewee 20)

This adherence to integrity and technical knowledge is valued in Finnish sales, even if it

sometimes limits competitiveness in more aggressive international markets.

Despite these cultural nuances, Finnish sales directors see potential for success in global

markets. One interviewee remarked:
“I believe we at least have the potential to be among the top,” (Interviewee 2)

suggesting that, while there may be challenges, Finnish sales organizations have the

foundation needed to excel.

However, there is also an acknowledgment that other countries may have more advanced

sales competence. For instance, one professional commented:

“But if we go to the United States, the sales culture and competence are very

different and of higher quality.” (Interviewee 3)
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This comparison reflects an awareness within Finnish sales leadership that international
counterparts, especially in countries with well-established sales cultures like the U.S., might
be more skilled or equipped with advanced techniques and methods, contributing to a

performance gap.

Additionally, there is significant variability within Finland regarding sales competence. As

one director observed:

“There’s certainly room for improvement. Some companies are a bit further
ahead, having invested in their processes, while others are still at square one.

1 see a lot of variability.” (Interviewee 9)

This inconsistency highlights that some Finnish organizations are progressive in their
approach, investing in sales competence development, while others lag behind, creating a

fragmented picture of Finnish sales capabilities.

Finally, the interviewees note that sales management in Finland is generally strong,
particularly in terms of empowering employees and recognizing individual strengths. One

manager noted:

“In many Finnish organizations, sales management is focused on close
leadership... relying a lot on the individual’s own drive and work performance

level,” (Interviewee 10)

emphasizing the autonomy and trust placed in Finnish salespeople. Asiegbu and others
(2012) have researched the importance of managing sales competencies to drive successful
business objectives. The perspective is strongly agreed within Finnish sales leaderships
based on the research findings. Another sales director added:

’

[z . . k)
Perhaps in sales management, we recognize our own strengths,

(Interviewee 20)

suggesting that Finnish leaders have a good understanding of their unique advantages, even

if the sales style differs from more assertive approaches seen internationally.
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Figure 8. Good sales management qualities

Figure 8. presents summarized, how the Finnish sales managers and directors see a good

sales management personnel. Many interviewees mentioned the importance of listening:
"Listen more than you speak. “ (Interviewee 6)

Nine sales directors described a good sales manager as reliable. However, also being
supportive, attentive and firm and capable of making decisions are really essential
characteristics in the perspective of Finnish sales management personnel. It was also

mentioned interestingly:

"A salesperson and a good sales manager are completely different profiles."

(Interviewee 20)

The Finnish sales competence analysis summarizes the trends, the challenges and the
different perspectives the interviewees have of Finnish sales organizations. As concluded
from the data findings and analysis, sales directors feel that there a lot of challenges and
improvements to be made in Finnish sales organizations. However, they are keen to develop
themselves and the organizations they are in charge for. The research findings are concluded

in the perspective of the research aim and research questions in the conclusion part next.
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5 Conclusions

To conclude this study, research questions will be addressed. The main research question is:
“What are the key challenges and opportunities associated with sales competence and
sales management in Finnish companies’ sales organizations?”, and it is answered
through the secondary questions in the following paragraphs. The aim of the research is to
define and analyse the possibilities and challenges that companies’ sales organizations
experience in Finland related to sales competence and sales management. From the findings
of the study, it is aimed to also add themes to research further in the context of sales

organizations’ challenges and trends.

Q1: What are the current trends and developments in sales competence and sales

management practices within Finnish companies?

Based on the research findings and discussion with the previous literature, there are many
trends identified. There are trends related to sales management, especially coaching, change
management and managing sales well-being.) Researchers have studied salespeople well-
being recently and the research findings support the analysis of theirs in relation to
salespeople well-being definitions. In addition, previous researchers have identified
coaching as one of the most important parts of their success in sales management, as does

this research now. Sales director defined the term coaching in context of this research:

"A person who is able to provide support when needed, create the framework,
and then build the network and organization so that it truly functions and

thrives together."

Moreover, other major trends revealed by the research findings and supported with previous
literature are digitalization and continuous change. These themes are connected to each other
in many ways, such as according previous literature, the most essential changes have been

emphasizing changes in technology.

While change management is well-researched and acknowledged as essential by both
Finnish sales directors and literature, continuous change is noted more as an evolving trend

than a clearly defined practice within Finnish sales organizations.
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Q2: What are the primary challenges faced by sales personnel working in Finnish

companies?

The primary challenges include some of the similar themes as the trends in Finnish sales
organizations. However, coaching was not mentioned as challenging, but continuous change
was seen as a primary challenge in sales competence and sales management by 20 sales

directors or managers interviewed. It was defined comprehensively by one interviewee:
"That hectic feeling, as if everything needed to be done by yesterday."

The literature agrees with the primary challenge risen from the research findings. The
analysis deepens the understanding of change, and especially the challenges sales

management personnel experiences in relation to continuous change.

Fifteen sales directors acknowledge that while technological change presents significant
challenges in their organizations, it also offers opportunities for improvement and efficiency.

As one director poignantly asked:
“So then, how do we keep our own team up to speed?”

highlighting the struggle to adapt together with the internal political issues and risk aversion

that often decrease successful implementation.

There are many other challenges the sales directors mentioned in the interviews, however
these two were the primary ones. In addition to the primary challenges, management of
personnel, such as time management, well-being management and change management,

value-based selling and communication in negotiations, is described challenging.

Q3: How do sales and sales management personnel within Finnish companies perceive

and evaluate their own competence?

Sales and sales management personnel within Finnish companies recognize that their
competencies are heavily influenced by cultural values, particularly honesty and
transparency. This is agreed with previous literature. Many Finnish sales professionals

emphasize a straightforward approach, as one director noted:

“Finns are too honest when selling and don’t make exaggerated promises like

’

others do.’
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This commitment to integrity is seen as a strength, especially in roles requiring expertise,
although it can hinder competitiveness in more aggressive international markets. Despite
these challenges, Finnish sales directors remain optimistic about their potential for global
success, acknowledging the need for growth while recognizing that other countries, such as
the United States, possess more advanced sales techniques.

Additionally, Finnish sales directors identify significant variability in sales competencies
across organizations, with some companies making substantial investments in development
while others lag behind. This inconsistency presents both challenges and opportunities for
improvement. Finnish sales management is generally viewed as strong, focusing on
empowering employees and recognizing individual strengths, as illustrated by one

manager’s observation:

“In many Finnish organizations, sales management is focused on close

leadership.”

Overall, Finnish sales leaders are keenly aware of their unique advantages, and they express
a willingness to enhance their sales practices and competencies to achieve greater

competitiveness in the global market.

In summary, this study addresses the key challenges and opportunities related to sales
competence and management within Finnish companies' sales organizations. The findings
reveal several significant trends, including the growing emphasis on coaching, digitalization,

change management, and well-being, which are essential for enhancing sales performance.

Despite these positive trends, continuous change emerged as a primary challenge, reflecting
a sense of urgency and the difficulties of adapting to rapid advancements in technology.
Furthermore, the analysis highlights the cultural values of honesty and transparency among
Finnish sales professionals, which, while regarded as strengths, may also limit
competitiveness in more aggressive international markets. Overall, Finnish sales directors
demonstrate a strong awareness of their competencies and a commitment to development,

indicating a readiness to embrace change and improve their practices to thrive.
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5.1 Limitations of the research

This study aims to analyse the current sales challenges and trends within Finnish sales
organizations but is subject to limitations that impact the scope and generalizability of its
findings. Firstly, the research is geographically and culturally limited to Finland, which
means the results are not necessarily applicable outside the Finnish context. Sales practices
and organizational challenges can vary greatly by region due to differences in culture,
economic conditions, and regulatory environments. The Finnish emphasis on values such as
honesty and technical competence may not resonate similarly in other markets, limiting the
applicability of these findings to global contexts.

Additionally, the relatively the sample size and purposive sampling method restrict the
breadth of insights. With 28 interviews, it might not be enough to generalize to all the
companies in Finland, but the number of interviews with different sales organizations also
makes the results surface-level. By interviewing a focused group of sales directors and
managers, the study captures only a managerial viewpoint. The perspectives of other roles
within the sales organization, such as front-line sales personnel, are absent, which limits a
comprehensive understanding of operational challenges faced by all team members. The lack
of diverse perspectives may result in a top-down view that does not fully reflect the day-to-

day realities of sales operations.

Another limitation is the time-sensitive nature of sales trends. The sales industry is dynamic,
evolving rapidly, as is concluded in the research also, with advancements in technology and
shifts in consumer behaviour. This study provides a snapshot of current challenges, but these

trends may shift significantly in the near future, reducing the findings’ long-term relevance.

In summary, while this research offers valuable insights into Finnish sales challenges and
competencies, its findings should be viewed with caution. This is a master’s thesis research
and because, the resources for conducting the study were limited, which can also affect the
results and findings. The narrow focus, lack of a comprehensive view within organizations,

and rapidly evolving nature of sales trends all limit the study’s broader applicability.
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5.2 Future research

The research provides insights into the unique challenges and trends in Finnish sales
organizations. The findings have identified several trends and challenges in Finnish sales
organizations that provide valuable directions for future research. Given the unique context
of Finland and the specific issues raised by participants, future studies could expand on these
findings by exploring each theme in greater depth, particularly areas that have seen limited
research to date, such as sales competence in Finland, continuous change in sales

organizations, and well-being in sales roles.

Additionally, future research could expand on these findings by incorporating a more diverse
participant base that includes perspectives from various roles within sales organizations,
such as front-line sales staff, sales support, and leadership. Including participants from
different regions, both within and outside of Finland, would provide a broader understanding
of how sales challenges and competencies vary across cultural and geographic contexts.
Additionally, longitudinal studies could help capture how trends evolve over time, offering
insights into the lasting impact of themes, such as continuous change, evolving sales
competencies, and well-being in sales roles. Such an approach would build a more

comprehensive, nuanced picture of the factors shaping sales organizations today.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Interview questions

Introductions

1.1 What is the background of the interviewee? (current job role, work history, and

educational background)

1.2 Has the interviewee previously worked in sales roles, and do they currently interact with

clients in their job?

Basic Information about Sales

2.1 What kind of sales activities does your company engage in?

2.2 Briefly describe your sales strategy.

2.3 How are your sales activities organized within your company? (Is there a sales

professional or professionals on the management team?)

2.4 How do you measure sales success?

2.5 What processes do you have in place to identify areas for improvement in sales?
2.6 Do you have a customer relationship management system, and if so, what kind?
2.7 Do you have an incentive system in place, and if so, what kind?

2.8 How is new sales personnel onboarded into their roles?



Level of Competence in Sales and Sales Management

3.1 What are the key challenges in sales and sales management from your organization’s

perspective?

3.2 How are the identified development needs addressed?

3.3 Do you feel that your company needs additional expertise in sales or sales

management?

3.4 What trends do you see in sales management currently and in the near future, and do

you feel your company has relevant expertise related to these?

3.5 Do you believe that sales work is valued in Finland? Has there been a change during
your career? (Have there been changes in the hierarchy of sales functions during your

career?)

3.6 Do you find suitable sales personnel that meet your needs?

3.7 What is your opinion on the level of sales competence and sales management in
Finland?

3.8 What makes a good sales leader?



