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Abstract
Digital technologies automating marketing and sales activities are rapidly spread-
ing. The adoption of Sales & Marketing Automation (S&MA) systems allows com-
panies to improve their marketing campaigns, track their customers’ journey and 
generate real-time insights to respond to customers more efficiently and effectively. 
The Covid-19 pandemic has further increased the importance of S&MA as custom-
ers have massively shifted towards digital channels to interact with businesses and 
purchase products and services. In this paper, we investigate how S&MA generates 
value for companies in the post-Covid-19 scenario, adopting the perspective of the 
buyer organization. Based on insights generated through a qualitative and quantita-
tive research, we propose a conceptual model explaining the value drivers of S&MA 
in terms of benefits and sacrifices. Our research highlights that a mere focus on the 
technological side of these platforms limits the assessment of value generation as it 
is crucial to also consider customer-centric, operational and integration-based value 
drivers. By segmenting the S&MA value perceptions of different companies, this 
research also provides guidelines to develop, promote and implement S&MA solu-
tions for buyers and vendors operating in B2B.
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1  Introduction

Companies are increasingly acknowledging the importance of developing a rela-
tional approach in their marketing and sales activities. The diffusion of digital tech-
nologies has increased the multiple actors that companies interface with within the 
service ecosystem. Technological systems show high potential for nurturing rela-
tionships with different stakeholders in the ecosystem. Indeed, companies can ben-
efit from the automation of repetitive tasks and the tracking of customer behavior. 
These two aspects are the driving forces for marketing strategies and result in grow-
ing sales and profitability (Ko & Dennis, 2004; Thaichon et al., 2018). Among these 
technological systems, Sales and Marketing Automation (S&MA) solutions are tech-
nologies used to improve the effectiveness of marketing operations through auto-
mated, customized and data analysis-based activities (Mero et  al., 2020). S&MA 
systems are becoming more and more relevant due to the complexity of contexts in 
which companies are competing. These solutions support activities such as custom-
ized communications, email marketing, social media marketing, lead management, 
CRM integration, and marketing analytics. Indeed, the aim of S&MA is to embrace 
these marketing tools and to provide companies with an overall view of all activities 
and optimize the internal processes, as well as the control and the measurement of 
results (Järvinen & Taiminen, 2016).

The S&MA market is expanding and it is expected to grow in the upcoming 
years. In 2019 the size of the global S&MA market was valued at $ 4.06 billion 
and an annual growth of 9.8% is expected until 2027 (Grand View Research, 2020). 
This trend is also confirmed in Italy, where 72% of companies have declared that in 
the upcoming months they will invest in S&MA (Dawson, 2020), despite only one 
in four companies currently has automated at least one sales process (Baig et  al., 
2020). Companies are increasingly introducing S&MA solutions; the effectiveness 
of these systems also depends on the ability of companies to integrate digital and 
physical interactions while maintaining a fluid relational approach (Corsaro, 2018).

In this scenario of rapid diffusion of S&MA systems, the Covid-19 pandemic 
has further boosted this trend: digital channels have in fact played a key role during 
the lockdown to maintain relationships with customers, generating an acceleration 
adopting digital technology (Baig et al., 2020). Customers today expect to be able 
to communicate with brands, evaluate and purchase products and services on digital 
platforms in new forms and modalities (Shi et  al., 2020). For companies, S&MA 
represents an opportunity to differentiate themselves, for example, through remote 
assistance or managing post-selling activities.

The academic literature in this area has focused mainly on four broad categories, 
i.e., the benefits of S&MA (Holloway et  al., 2013), the effects of S&MA on the 
sales force (Avlonitis & Panagopoulos, 2005), the reasons why S&MA systems fail 
(Barker et al., 2009), and the antecedents of S&MA used by the sales force, by dem-
onstrating the ease of use and adaptability of these automation systems that contrib-
ute to the effectiveness of the sales configurators (Mahlamäki et al., 2020).

However, most studies in the area adopt only the supplier perspective, making 
it surprising that the literature is largely silent about the customer perspective on 
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S&MA (Mahlamäki et  al., 2020). Furthermore, past contributions mostly discuss 
micro-aspects of S&MA. This fails to include a more holistic and systemic view 
of the phenomenon, which is key due to the increasing complexity of relating with 
customers and stakeholders, the speed of change and the strong interlink between 
businesses and social contexts, which the pandemic has remarkably stressed. As 
a consequence, a too simplistic view of S&MA is not useful to deeply understand 
the phenomenon, its determinant as well as the implications for managerial practice 
(Hartmann et al., 2018).

Hence, the aim of this paper is to explore how S&MA generates value for compa-
nies in the post-Covid-19 scenario, adopting the perspective of the buyer organiza-
tion. We seek to answer the following research question:

RQ. How does S&MA generate value for companies in the post-Covid-19 sce-
nario? What are S&MA value drivers from a buyer’s perspective?

By conducting research involving a qualitative and quantitative phase, we pro-
pose a framework that explains the value drivers of S&MA from a buyer’s perspec-
tive in terms of benefits and sacrifices including more levels of analysis, in order to 
get a broader and systemic view of the phenomenon under investigation. By zoom-
ing in and out from micro aspect to a more general one, we contribute to create a 
middle range theory for S&MA, which increasingly seems to be the core of market-
ing and sales research (Hartmann et al., 2020). We also analyze how S&MA gener-
ates value for different organizations by proposing a segmentation of S&MA value 
configurations and identify four clusters of companies that derive value from S&MA 
in different ways.

The paper is organized as follows. First, in Sect. 2, it offers a review of the litera-
ture on the topic of S&MA considered as the theoretical background of the research. 
In Sect.  3 we present the qualitative-quantitative methodology adopted to address 
our research aim. The results of the study are presented in the Sect. 4. In the last sec-
tions of the paper, findings are discussed, conclusions, managerial implications and 
limitations and directions for future research are provided.

2 � Literature review

2.1 � Sales and marketing automation: the state of the art

The term “marketing automation” was first coined by Little (2001) and the rationale 
for these systems was a lack of adequate models for businesses dealing with huge 
amounts of data automatically collected online. Thus, the primary goal of market-
ing automation systems was to react in an adaptive way to the choices of consumers 
in online environments. Specifically, Little (2001) proposes five levels of how mar-
keting automation operates, which are: (1) data input; (2) real-time decision rules; 
(3) decision rule updates; (4) site management feedback; and (5) choice of strategy. 
According to Little’s (2001) framework, firms should implement real-time decision 
rules that are calibrated using historical data and continuously update them with 
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data collected online. The outputs of marketing automation are insights and feed-
back for companies and recommendations to adapt sales strategies.

Today, marketing automation is one of the most promising areas of marketing 
technology (Redding, 2015), and for this reason the marketing literature has pro-
vided several definitions to conceptualize this technology. For example, Burka and 
Kelly (2018) define marketing automation as technologies focusing on the definition, 
planning, segmentation and tracking of marketing campaigns, allowing the market-
ing and sales functions to cultivate leads with highly personalized content aimed 
at attracting and retaining customers. More generally, there are two perspectives 
regarding the definition of marketing automation (Mero et al., 2020). First, market-
ing automation is considered to be a tool used to automate marketing operations, 
being a computerized technology to support companies in the achievement of their 
business objectives performing specific tasks (Buttle & Maklan, 2015; Heimbach 
et  al., 2015). Other scholars define marketing automation as a strategic initiative 
with the potential to revolutionize organizational structures, processes and culture 
of conducting marketing activities (Järvinen & Taiminen, 2016). As the functions 
of marketing automation are becoming more sophisticated, companies could gain 
deeper insights into customers through customer relationship management (CRM) 
systems which allows the integration of marketing and sales (Kotler et  al., 2006; 
Wiersema, 2013).

However, literature is at times confusing when referring to CRM and S&MA. For 
example, Sin et al. (2005) define CRM technology as the Internet technology imple-
mented for specific purpose of the CRM. This technology allows companies “to 
formulate more appropriate marketing strategies and to execute specific marketing 
actions more efficiently and quickly by offering superior first-line support and the 
access of integrated access customer data” (Chang et al., 2010, p. 850). More specif-
ically, CRM is deployed for the specific purpose of managing customer relationships 
(Jayachandran et al., 2005; Sin et al., 2005); while S&MA is a “tool which allows 
companies to align marketing and sales system interfaces to improve and acceler-
ate lead qualification processes […], and to deliver more effective content market-
ing strategies and thereby improve lead follow-up practices” (Järvinen & Taiminen, 
2016, p. 165).

In other words, S&MA is often associated in the literature with CRM systems 
(Heimbach, 2015) and could be confused with related fields such as database mar-
keting, interactive marketing, e-marketing, one-to-one marketing (Montgomery & 
Smith, 2009). Indeed, the S&MA systems have some principles in common but 
show peculiarities and dimensions which justify independent studies (Dijkstra, 
2008).

In a post-Covid-19 scenario, S&MA is expected to further influence and rein-
vent businesses and relationship management as companies will need to review their 
marketing and sales strategies and contextualize them in the “new normal” stem-
ming from the pandemic. Baig et al., (2020) states that in post-pandemic scenario 
digital channels will be taken into consideration not only for low-value products, but 
also for new purchases or recurring orders in B2B: 70% of decision makers are in 
fact open to the possibility of managing purchasing processes completely remotely 
for contracts up to $50,000. In this scenario, S&MA is expected to play a key role to 
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facilitate business, starting with mapping the customer journey in social media and 
online, with the aim of leveraging new marketing trends rapidly evolving in the post-
pandemic scenario, such as the need for updated communications in real-time (Baig 
et al., 2020). For these reasons, it is expected that one of the effects generated by the 
Covid-19 pandemic will be the acceleration in the adoption of marketing automation 
(Forbes, 2020).

2.2 � The value of S&MA in the literature

To conceptualize the value generated by S&MA, we draw on the research stream 
on relationship-value which distinguishes between benefits and sacrifices (Corsaro 
& Snehota, 2010; Ulaga & Eggert, 2006). The topic of relationship value has been 
extensively addressed in the academic literature and attracted considerable interest 
from researchers since the 1990s, when Holbrook (1999) introduced the concept of 
“value” as the fundamental basis for marketing activities. Ulaga and Eggert (2006) 
further expand the concept of value by introducing the construct of relationship 
value stemming from the research stream of business and service marketing. Since 
then, literature has extensively investigated the concept of value in the fields of mar-
keting and sales. Specifically, with reference to S&MA, Buttle and Stan (2015) out-
line a set of values that this technology is able to provide to companies: (1) greater 
marketing efficiency, thanks to higher cost control, (2) greater productivity result-
ing from the numerous campaigns which are implemented through multiple chan-
nels simultaneously, (3) more effective marketing through a closed cycle, (4) greater 
responsibility for marketing expenses, thanks to better data and analysis, (5) greater 
responsiveness with instant response to opportunities and involvement in real-time 
marketing, (6) advanced marketing intelligence with integrated reporting and analy-
sis features, (7) better customer experience through personalized and relevant com-
munications offered at the best times, and (8) greater customer engagement through 
emotional identification and the customers behavior when they experience per-
sonalized messages. Moreover, the application of marketing automation generates 
high-quality sales leads through behavioral targeting and content personalization 
(Järvinen & Taiminen, 2016). Hosford (2012) empirically demonstrates the advan-
tages of S&MA in terms of aligning the sales and marketing departments. Indeed, 
S&MA enables direct customer-facing sales activities and can help sales profession-
als in managing long-term relationships with customers, as well as identify their 
specific needs and consequently sales opportunities. Therefore, S&MA allows com-
panies to convert relevant data from consumers, analyze it and derive high-quality 
information to be applied in the development of their business strategies (Tanner 
et al., 2005). In addition, Wood (2015) argues that automation systems play a key 
role in enabling customers to extract enterprise content and create their own tailored 
experience. These systems also allow customers to obtain content in the format and 
at the time they desire. In other words, S&MA increases marketers’ access to the 
customer journey, giving them the ability to tailor future customer experiences. 
Indeed, as demonstrated by the Mahlamäki et al. (2020) model, the adaptability of 
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the system and the quality of the information represent the drivers of effectiveness 
perceived by organizations.

Although the benefits of S&MA are widely acknowledged by the literature, some 
scholars have focused their research on the reasons why these technologies are not 
implemented. Biegel (2009) highlights that these technologies have been prey to 
overly ambitious goals, at the time necessary to sell these solutions to companies 
and identified the need for IT skills that are often far from the background of market-
ing and sales professionals. The result, according to Biegel, “was a somewhat aller-
gic reaction on the part of marketers to everything related to technology, in favor of 
creative freedom” (2009, p. 209). Furthermore, among the sacrifices that S&MA 
adoption entails, authors, such as Murphy (2018) and Xu et  al. (2002), point out 
the need to reorganize the internal governance of the company starting from a total 
review of business processes with implications for employees that often go beyond 
the simple automation platform adopted. The importance of people to achieve busi-
ness success from implementation of S&MA systems is also claimed by Lin et al., 
(2018), who demonstrated how the support of top management is essential to obtain 
sufficient budget and resources for a technology implementation project. Generally, 
the support of the internal staff and the effort to share a realistic project plan that 
mainly consists of aligning with supervisors and employees is a decisive element in 
the adoption process of S&MA (Gheni et al., 2017). Hence, as human supervision in 
the marketing automation processes remains fundamental, it is essential to define a 
clear strategy and guide the system towards it. For example, valid marketing policies 
related to satisfying customer needs cannot be replaced by technological systems 
(Murphy, 2018). According to Mohagheghi and Jørgensen (2017) skilled personnel 
is indeed a challenge in software implementation projects for marketing and sales in 
enterprises, as the role of competent staff becomes key both in the pre-implementa-
tion phase and when the platform has been adopted.

Previous literature on S&MA has mostly investigated single vertical aspects of 
the phenomenon. However, two gaps emerge from research. First, few studies have 
considered the buyer perspective, while the majority focuses on the provider/ ven-
dor’s view. Second, a broader perspective of S&MA that considers benefits and 
sacrifices at multiple levels is missing. This perspective should also include a key 
issue in the literature nowadays, such as the role human–machine interaction (Ma & 
Sun, 2020), a well as the importance of observing phenomena in an ecosystem view 
(Vargo & Lusch, 2004).

3 � Methodology

We adopted an exploratory approach involving a qualitative and quantitative phase 
to conceptualize the value generated by S&MA. In the qualitative phase, we con-
ducted semi-structured interviews with marketing and sales managers to understand 
how S&MA generates value for companies in the post-Covid-19 scenario and iden-
tify key value drivers. Subsequently, we carried out a quantitative study involving 
an online survey of marketing, digital and sales professionals to understand the 
relevance of different value drivers across a variety of organizations and present a 
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segmentation of value drivers to highlight alternative perceived value configura-
tions of S&MA applications. Each phase’s methodology is presented in the below 
sub-sections.

3.1 � Qualitative phase

25 semi-structured interviews were conducted with marketing and sales profession-
als operating in Italian companies across different sectors and offering either services 
or goods. Through purposeful sampling (Johnson, 2015) we identified and selected 
information-rich individuals to cover various industries and sectors (Table 1). Inter-
viewees were selected based on having a key role in purchasing and/or using S&MA 
systems. We explored common perceptions related to S&MA applications to obtain 
a multifaceted perspective of the phenomenon and identify value drivers (Creswell 
& Creswell, 2018). Each interview included a series of open-ended questions (10 

Table 1   Interviewee profiles

# Job position Gender Seniority (in 
years)

Industry

1 Customer experience manager M 7 Healthcare
2 Sales manager M 10 Healthcare
3 Marketing director F 15 Luxury
4 Digital marketing manager M 6 Banking and finance
5 Customer experience manager F 6 Food & beverage
6 Marketing communication officer F 5 Food and beverage
7 Marketing director M 13 Insurance and financial services
8 Sales manager M 7 Travel
9 Marketing director F 14 Banking and finance
10 Sales manager M 5 Healthcare
11 Brand manager F 6 Fashion
12 Marketing director F 15 Pharmaceutical
13 Brand manager M 8 Beauty
14 Marketing specialist F 4 Cloud computing
15 Marketing director M 11 Manufacturing production
16 Marketing specialist F 3 Luxury
17 Digital marketing specialist F 4 Banking and finance
18 Digital marketing manager M 7 Healthcare
19 Sales manager M 8 Sportwear
20 Customer experience manager F 7 Sportwear
21 Marketing manager M 9 Manufacturing production
22 Marketing director F 12 Food and beverage
23 Sales manager F 6 Travel
24 Communication specialist M 5 Food and beverage
25 Digital communication manager F 8 Banking and finance
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main questions and 5 probing questions) and lasted between 40 and 60 min for a 
total of 20 h of audio recordings that were transcribed before proceeding with the 
analyses.

Data analysis was conducted through a systematic coding procedure across three 
stages: (1) open-coding, (2) axial coding, and (3) selective-coding (Strauss & Cor-
bin, 1998) to identify themes and S&MA value drivers. We applied the constant 
comparison method, noting emerging themes while comparing them across tran-
scripts to ensure consistency and identify commonalities and differences (Goulding, 
2005). Each identified category was validated by multiple participants to assure its 
application beyond a specific organization or industry (Bendapudi & Leone, 2002).

3.2 � Quantitative phase

Data was collected through an online survey administered to professionals and man-
agers operating in marketing, digital and sales (n = 200). Participants were invited to 
complete the survey during the Italian Covid-19 lockdown period (March and April 
2020). The sample profile is presented in Table 2. The questionnaire was developed 
based on the findings of the qualitative phase and included a series of multiple-
choice questions about the different categories of S&MA benefits and sacrifices 
identified (“Appendix” A). Participants were also asked to provide some firmo-
graphic information (number of employees, annual revenue figures, year-over-year 
revenue growth, industry) and demographic information (gender, age, job position, 
years in the job position).

Data was analyzed through univariate descriptive statistics to estimate the rel-
evance of the drivers of value in the purchasing process of S&MA. We then con-
ducted a segmentation analysis using latent class analysis (LCA) and the Latent 
Gold 5.1 software to understand heterogeneous perceptions of S&MA value driv-
ers across segments (Vermunt & Magidson, 2002). To identify the optimal model, 
we estimated subsequent models with 1 to 10 latent classes. We used the Bayesian 
Information Criterion (BIC) to compare relative model fit, while the obtained seg-
ment profiles were evaluated in terms of interpretability, over-extraction and class 
separation (Collins & Lanza, 2010; Masyn, 2013). Eight index variables were com-
puted by summing relevant variables to reflect the occurrence of each benefit and 
sacrifice category (customer-centric, integration-based, operational and product-
related). The index variables were subsequently standardized to rescale them and 
allow for comparison (mean = 0, std = 1). The standardized variables were used as 
indicators in the latent class analysis model, while number of employees, annual rev-
enue, and year-over-year revenue growth were entered as covariates.

4 � Findings

We propose a conceptual framework of the dimensions that drive the creation of 
value through S&MA in B2B relationships. In this analysis, we specifically con-
sider the perspective of the buyer’s organization and the effects on value generation 
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Table 2   Sample profile

Sample size: n = 200

Firmographics
Industry Other services 28%

Manufacturing 21%
Retail 13%
Insurance services 10%
Consultancy 7%
Telecommunications 5%
Travel, tourism and hospitality 4%
Entertainment and Sport 3%
Health services 2%
Other activities 7%

Type of business Mainly B2B 38%
Mainly B2C 24%
Both B2B and B2C 38%

Number of employees Less than 10 34%
10–50 11%
51–250 15%
250 +  40%

Annual revenues (in Euros) Less than 2 M 39%
2–10 M 15%
10–50 M 13%
More than 50 M 33%

Demographics
Gender Male 59%

Female 41%
Age 25–34 27%

35–44 37%
45–54 24%
55–64 10%
65 +  2%

Job position Marketing director 29%
Marketing manager 20%
Digital marketing manager 25%
CEO 15%
Brand manager 7%
Sales manager 7%
Other 7%

Years in the job position Less than 1 year 9%
1–3 years 17%
3–5 years 25%
5–7 years 13%
More than 7 years 36%
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stemming from the introduction of S&MA solutions. We classify benefits and sac-
rifices into four categories, i.e., customer-centric, integration-based, operational and 
product-related.

4.1 � Customer‑centric benefits and sacrifices

S&MA allows companies to gain a deeper understanding of their customers and 
improves the quality of the relationships with them. We classify these benefits as 
customer-centric, which includes the development of long-lasting and stronger rela-
tionships with customers through tailored communications and promotions, cus-
tomer data collection and insight generation, customer feedback and review collec-
tion, and post-sale service.

Marketing automation is key to enable real-time interactions with our custom-
ers.
(Customer Experience Manager, Healthcare)

S&MA enables real-time interactions which improve the quality of the relation-
ship with customers. 48% of the sample acknowledge that the implementation of 
S&MA resulted in a long-lasting and stronger relationship with customers. S&MA 
does not only improve lead generation but boosts the effectiveness of retention ini-
tiatives. Specifically, the Covid-19 pandemic has shifted the focus towards a digital-
driven relationship development process which highlights the central role of human 
connection in a virtual environment.

We are now trying to establish a human connection even within the digital 
channel.
(Sales Manager, Healthcare)

After Covid-19, it is clear that we cannot only aim at quick sales anymore.
(Marketing Director, Luxury)

Covid-19 has increased perceived uncertainty, so we need to invest more in 
actions that create trust.
(Sales Manager, Healthcare)

In this context, S&MA can support the development of customer relationships 
by vehiculating personalized promotions and communications (65%), collecting 
customer information (54%), feedback and reviews (48%) and providing customized 
post-sales service (44%).

However, it also becomes apparent that a series of challenges arise from the 
implementation of S&MA solutions with reference to the final customer. 55% of 
participants reported difficulties in obtaining real-time data to feed into S&MA sys-
tems. This is specifically due to potential costs associated with data acquisition and 
data privacy.

Another potential sacrifice that was commonly discussed is the risk associated 
with the disintermediation of the selling process. In fact, 59% of the sample believe 
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that customers are more autonomous in their purchase process and tend to buy with-
out the support of salespeople. However, sometimes the implementation of chat-
bots and conversational AI does not live up to the promise as lacking in relationship 
building skills and emotional engagement that are fundamental in B2B settings.

We had to increase our investment in customer care because human relation-
ships remain key, customers are not always happy with a chatbot.
(Customer Experience Manager, Healthcare)

On the other hand, S&MA solutions could lead to overwhelmed customers (47%), 
who end up receiving several communications and interaction requests, which are 
quite often not relevant to their current needs. This can potentially harm the relation-
ship with final customers and result in them leaving the company.

The risk of marketing automation is to exceed in interacting with customers 
and stress them.
(Marketing Director, Banking and Finance)

4.2 � Integration‑based benefits and sacrifices

Participants commonly discussed how S&MA brings benefits by increasing the level 
of integration both at intra and inter-organizational level and involving the entire 
service ecosystem.

Firstly, S&MA allows better coordination among sales, marketing and customer 
service departments (64%) increasing the level of collaboration among functions 
and supporting the development of joint initiatives based on shared KPIs.

We started setting joint KPIs for marketing and sales department to boost col-
laboration.
(Digital Marketing Manager, Banking and Finance)

59% of the sample highlighted how S&MA allows for a better integration of 
internal and external data which then leads to generating deeper insights about cus-
tomers and increases the information shared within the service ecosystem (49%).

Data integration is key to get a 360°view of the customer.
(Customer Experience Manager, Food and Beverage)

S&MA solutions also allow a deeper integration with data obtained through 
social media, improving the quality of the insights generated through business intel-
ligence activities (46%).

From an integration perspective, the main sacrifices associated with S&MA 
are related to the opportunistic behaviour that significantly limits data integration 
(67%). Opportunism can negatively affect the successful implementation of S&MA 
solutions and harness the information sharing with external stakeholders.

If the partners do not share information, it is impossible to act in real-time.
(Brand Manager, Fashion)
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The integration of S&MA solutions with existing company databases and plat-
forms is an issue faced by several companies (43% of the sample). In addition, 
41% acknowledge that integration is often undermined by a lack of collaboration 
within and among departments, which increases both effort and costs associated 
to the S&MA implementation.

Building relationships among marketing, sales, and customer service is 
costly because they are resistant.
(Marketing Director, Luxury)

We invest time in job rotation to explain and educate people to put them-
selves in the shoes of others.
(Digital Marketing Manager, Banking and Finance)

4.3 � Operational benefits and sacrifices

Operational benefits are related to the achievement of greater efficiency of the 
marketing and sales activities through the reduction of costs, the generation of 
higher quality data (45%) and additional opportunities to act based on real-time 
insights.

If you get the information at the exact moment you need it, you can adjust 
immediately your strategy. (Marketing Director, Luxury).
Dashboards allows us to obtain real-time reports on the effectiveness of our 
marketing campaigns. (Marketing Communication Officer, Food and Bever-
age).

54% of the sample highlighted how S&MA solutions allow for acting based on 
real-time insights which leads to general improvements in the efficiency of market-
ing and sales initiatives (48%), reducing overall costs and improving profitability.

People do not often realize the effect that automation has on internal costs 
(Customer Experience Manager, Healthcare).

The acceleration of the sales cycle was also identified as a key benefit by 48% 
of the sample. In a world where market dynamics are evolving at an extremely fast 
pace, S&MA provides a way for companies to cope with this velocity, without com-
promising the quality of their relationships with customers.

From a sacrifice perspective, we found the investments in resources and skill 
development dedicated to S&MA (36%) and the difficulties of adapt to ever-evolv-
ing market dynamics (37%) as most relevant.

We experience costs once people do not use data to drive their decisions.
(Marketing Director, Pharmaceutical)

Therefore S&MA best solutions are perceived as those that require little or no 
additional investment to update and are immediately comprehensible by sales and 
marketing staff.
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We do not want to experience any costs in terms of time of our people just to 
update the technology: it has to be easy and immediate.
(Brand Manager, Beauty)

Another area that was commonly identified relates to the necessity of reviewing 
internal processes when a S&MA solution is introduced (32%).

4.4 � Product‑related benefits and sacrifices

The fourth category of S&MA value drivers is product-related. These drivers cap-
ture the value associated with capabilities and features of S&MA solutions. 86% 
of participants highlighted how the opportunity to integrate the platform easily and 
flawlessly within the systems already in use in the company and the ease of use and 
implementation of the system are important value drivers that are considered when 
evaluating alternative S&MA options.

We all take distance from a system that is complex, internally it can be techno-
logical and sophisticated, but it has to be easy for us to use.
(Marketing Director, Insurance and Financial services)

The platform functional completeness (85%) is another important aspect that gen-
erates value for the buyer company and reduces the tediousness of managing and 
integrating several systems, as well as interacting with different S&MA providers.

I do not want to interact with too many providers. The vendor is expected to 
integrate its offering upstream in order to offer a complete solution.
(Sales Manager, Travel)

Another value component is related to the availability of prompt and effi-
cient technical support (84%) which represent a key driver when choosing S&MA 
solutions.

I need the technology to follow the change in the business, this is why assis-
tance and technical support is key. 
(Customer Experience Manager, Food and Beverage)

As for the product-related category, the major sacrifices concern the initial cost 
of S&MA systems (76%). Companies often perceive the investment in these systems 
as too high, particularly when considering solutions offered by top players in the 
industry.

The best solutions in the market are very expensive.
(Marketing Specialist, Cloud computing)

In addition, the costs for updating or adding new modules to the system are also 
perceived as a main constraint (55%).

When you buy a platform, somehow the vendor pushes you to buy new mod-
ules that become essential for its complete functioning. You are a victim of 
upselling. 
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(Marketing Director, Travel)

Participants also discussed the difficulties related to the complexity of the plat-
form (34%) which could result in not leveraging the system to its full potential.

Another aspect commonly identified was related to the structure and terms of 
S&MA supply contracts, with 31% of the sample considering them at times too rigid 
and bonding with a provider.

When the contract with the vendor is long-term, I perceive high opportunity 
costs; I prefer to pay for using the technology.
(Digital Marketing Manager, Banking and Finance)

4.5 � S&MA value‑based segmentation

Through latent class analysis we identified different segments that reflect different 
perceived value configurations of S&MA applications. Customer-centric, integra-
tion-based, operational and product-based benefits and sacrifices were entered as 
indicator variables, while firmographics was included as covariates to describe seg-
ment profiles. The optimal model was determined based on the lowest BIC value 
(Collins & Lanza, 2010) and included four segments. This solution showed strong 
class separation and posed no issues related to over-extraction, as the smallest seg-
ment accounts for 15% of the sample. Table 3 provides a summary of indicators and 
covariates.

Cluster 1 Cluster 1 includes 34% of the sample. Companies in this cluster per-
ceive S&MA to be primarily beneficial with reference to customer-centric and 
product-related benefits. At the same time, they identify these two areas as the most 
challenging for a successful implementation of S&MA solutions. The companies in 
this cluster are small in size, 63% have less than 10 employees and 77% generated 
revenues of less than 2 M Euros. However, these tend to be growing companies with 
44% of them recording an increase in their year-over-year revenues.

Cluster 2 31% of the sample belongs to cluster 2. The introduction of S&MA 
solutions in these companies generates value with reference to the product benefits 
and improvements from an operational perspective. Integration-based sacrifices are 
the most relevant followed by operational ones. These companies tend to be large 
in size and growing, 83% have more than 250 employees, 79% generate revenues of 
over 50 M Euros and 62% recorded increasing revenues compared to the previous 
year.

Cluster 3 Companies in cluster 3 (20% of the sample) derive benefits from S&MA 
applications primarily in terms of increased integration of processes and functions 
within the organization, which results in higher operational benefits, improving the 
efficiency and effectiveness of the sales and marketing functions. The major chal-
lenges faced by these companies are still ascribed to the operational side followed 
by product-related sacrifices. The majority of these companies are medium-large in 
size (68% have more than 31 employees, 70% generates revenue of more than 10 M 
Euros) and showing strong growing trends (79% increasing their revenue YoY).
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Table 3   Latent class analysis results

Sample size: n = 200

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Cluster 4

Cluster size 34% 31% 20% 15%
Indicator variables
Benefits
Customer − centric 0.41  − 0.57 0.92  − 0.65
Integration − based  − 0.05  − 0.08 1.26  − 1.12
Operational  − 0.20 0.04 1.14  − 1.25
Product − based 0.15 0.14 0.51  − 1.31
Sacrifices
Customer − centric 0.06  − 0.01 0.08  − 0.11
Integration − based  − 0.49 0.56  − 0.51 0.12
Operational  − 0.14 0.20 0.37  − 0.66
Product − based 0.25  − 0.18 0.22  − 0.51
Covariates
Number of employees
 < 10 63% 0% 10% 78%
10 − 50 12% 3% 23% 12%
31 − 250 14% 14% 19% 2%
 > 250 10% 83% 49% 9%
Annual revenues
 < 2 M € 77% 0% 8% 78%
2 M € − 10 M € 20% 6% 22% 20%
10 M € − 50 M € 3% 15% 34% 1%
 > 50 M € 0% 79% 36% 1%
YOY revenue growth
Decreased by over 5% 7% 9% 3% 18%
Decreased by 5% 11% 8% 4% 10%
Unchanged 39% 22% 15% 49%
Increased by 5% 22% 24% 44% 6%
Increased by over 5% 22% 38% 35% 17%
Industry
Other Services 24% 30% 22% 35%
Manufacturing 26% 20% 27% 3%
Retail 21% 7% 6% 15%
Insurance services 15% 2% 18% 7%
Consultancy 3% 14% 0% 13%
Telecommunications 0% 4% 8% 7%
Travel, tourism and hospitality 3% 7% 3% 3%
Entertainment and sport 2% 5% 3% 0%
Health services 2% 0% 4% 4%
Other activities 4% 11% 9% 13%
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Cluster 4 Cluster 4 members (15% of the sample) face major challenges in intro-
ducing S&MA solutions, mainly related to the integration of these systems. Cus-
tomer-centric benefits are the most relevant for these companies, however the dif-
ficulties and sacrifices for implementing S&MA tend to be higher. These companies 
are small with 78% having less than 10 employees and generating less than 2 M 
Euros. 49% recorded no change in their YoY revenues, while 28% experienced a 
decrease.

5 � Discussion and conclusions

In this study we developed a conceptual model which explains the value of S&MA 
in business relationships. The framework is presented in Fig. 1.

Our findings show that S&MA should be conceptualized as a multidimensional 
phenomenon, holistic and multi-actor process, in which the relational dimension 
is still key and not only in a customer-centric logic, but also with respect to the 
external ecosystem and the internal relationships (Hartmann et al., 2020; Järvinen 
& Taiminen, 2016). Our study also shows that the role of S&MA automation has 
become more central during the Covid-19 pandemic as this crisis has brought a 
renewed focus on relationships, either in a physical or digital context, as well as the 
need for higher integration to cope with uncertainty and complexity.

Given the systemic nature of S&MA, a micro-perspective of analysis could be 
limited in explaining the phenomenon, especially in a Covid-19 scenario. Previous 
contributions have stressed the technological side and implications of S&MA solu-
tions. We analysed how S&MA generates value by identifying four categories of 
value drivers articulated in benefits and sacrifices and assessing how S&MA value is 
generated across different company types.

The major value driver of S&MA is customer-centric and reflects the improve-
ments and challenges faced by companies implementing these solutions with refer-
ence to their final customers and their relationship with them. Our findings enrich 
the contributions of Buttle and Stan (2015) and Wood (2015) by bridging the ben-
efits of stronger relationships and higher personalization, with a post-sales perspec-
tive where the company obtains feedback and reviews which can be used to imple-
ment real-time actions and enhance post-sales service. S&MA customer-centric 
value was identified as most relevant for growing small enterprises which point out 

Fig. 1   Value drivers of S&MA in B2B relationships
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how a balance is necessary as the implementation of S&MA solutions has generated 
better-quality leads and long-lasting relationships based on data intelligence.

Integration-based value stems from a better alignment of companies’ functions 
and systems and coordination within the service-ecosystem, while it is undermined 
by actors’ opportunistic behaviour, perceived effort in collaborating and difficulties 
in platform integration. Our findings support Hosford (2012)’s insights that identify 
alignment as one of the major benefits achievable through automated marketing and 
sales systems. Furthermore, also the Le Meunier-FitzHugh and Piercy (2007) study 
argues that a solid collaboration between sales and marketing and conflict reduc-
tion of the two departments plays a key role for businesses. We extend this perspec-
tive to the broader service ecosystem discussing how S&MA can generate value for 
multiple actors within and outside the company through a better alignment of their 
practices and data integration to fuel real-time actions. Integration-based benefits 
are particularly relevant for growing medium-large sized companies, while sacrifices 
associated with this area represent the main barrier for large companies.

From an operational perspective, the main benefits associated with S&MA stem 
from the increased efficiency and effectiveness of sales and marketing activities, 
supporting Buttle and Stan (2015) and extending Tanner (2005)’s contribution. 
The acceleration of the sales cycle was identified as a major value driver allowing 
companies to close deals or drop low-value opportunities quicker, focusing on high-
value contacts and activities. However, S&MA implementation requires continu-
ous adaptation to the market dynamics, which in turn leads to frequent reviews of 
internal process. This, together with the need of skilled staff and the investment of 
resources, represents the main barrier to successfully introducing S&MA solutions. 
Operational value drivers were perceived as most relevant by medium and large 
companies.

Our study introduces an additional category of value drivers referred to the 
S&MA product. Specifically, large and medium sized companies highlight how the 
integration of the platform within their systems and databases is critical, while small 
enterprises value the ease of use and implementation the most. At the same time, the 
investment required for introducing and updating S&MA systems is perceived as a 
major barrier.

Our findings corroborate the fact that an excessive focus on the mere technologi-
cal side could result in a failure to implement S&MA platforms, while a broader 
perspective including relational, operational and integrational factors should be 
considered.

In conclusion, this study contributes to the current debate on the implementation 
of S&MA solutions in companies with a specific focus on the Covid-19 pandemic 
and its implications on marketing and sales management. We propose a framework 
comprising four value dimensions that identify and discuss the drivers of value gen-
eration of S&MA solutions across different company types.

Our findings also contribute to the recent debate on sales transformation (Cor-
saro, 2018; Lacoste, 2018; Moncrief, 2017), where S&MA is a key element having 
a transformative power only when combined with investments in human interactions 
and processes of integration and acceleration.
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6 � Managerial implications

There are several implications of our study for managerial practice, the rele-
vance of such implications is particularly high considering that there are several 
instances of unsuccessful S&MA implementations. One reason ascribed to failure 
is that companies tend to purchase a new technology without a clear and exten-
sive view of all benefits and sacrifices it can generate. This risk is particularly 
significant now as the pandemic has boosted an acceleration in the general adop-
tion of technology.

Our study provides guidelines to buyers on the multiple elements they should 
consider in their investment decisions. These elements are not only related to the 
customer side, but also refer to the role other players could have in the ecosystem 
that may enable or limit the integration of data. At the same time, the benefits 
for internal employees derived from S&MA are enormous. They include better 
returns from customers (especially for salespeople), but are also related to the 
opportunity to save time and free resources that can be invested in higher value 
activities, or simply increase their wellbeing.

However, our study shows that the implementation of S&MA solutions can 
be often challenging with many hidden threads limiting its potential. In the past, 
these threads and costs were mainly linked to technological aspects, while this 
research emphases the relevance of human-related factors, such as the percep-
tion of opportunism and the risks associated with an un uncontrolled use of data. 
These elements are so important that if, until now, managerial practice has mostly 
used S&MA as the enabler for the so called ‘customer-centric approach’, we 
could think about revising this idea into a ‘human-centered approach’ that better 
captures the ideas of multiple stakeholders which could be interested in the value 
of S&MA.

On the other side, our study has shown implications are not only for customers 
who purchase S&MA but for vendors too, by showing the presence of different 
clusters of companies which are characterized by different configurations of ben-
efits and sacrifices, as well as toward addressing diversified sales and communica-
tions strategies around. For instance, when addressing small companies, vendors 
should stress the relational and product-related value generated by their solutions, 
while for medium and large companies a more attentive focus should be placed 
on the operational and integration-related benefits offered by the solution.

7 � Limitations and implications for future research

As any research study, this one comes with some limitations in the interpretation 
of the results. By focusing on understanding how companies derive value from 
the implementation of S&MA solutions, we refer to a specific context associated 
with the Covid-19 pandemic that has boosted the need of digital tools to develop 
and maintain relationships in a time of social distancing. This study is exploratory 
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in nature and our data focus on the buyer organization that implements S&MA 
systems. Future studies could extend this framework by analyzing and comparing 
different perspectives, including S&MA providers (vendors), customers and final 
customers (consumers or companies). In addition, the proposed model could be 
further tested to understand the effect of different value drivers on outcome vari-
ables, such as relationship quality, profitability and actors’ alignment within the 
service ecosystem. These limitations should be considered when interpreting and 
applying our results. Nevertheless, this study provides new insights for academics 
and practitioners alike.

Appendix A

Questionnaire: Benefits and sacrifices assessment.

What do you think are the main reasons for introducing marketing automation 
systems?
Generate new insights and intelligence.
Renew marketing and change our operational logic.
Personalize data-driven communication.
Increase business efficiency by reducing time.
Align the marketing function with sales.
Improve reporting and create shared dashboards.
Improve the customer experience.
Improve customer relationships.
Accelerate the sales cycle and increase lead conversion.
Improve the quality of available data.
Increased efficiency of the marketing function (time reduction).
Receive customer feedback and reviews.
Collect customer information / analyse customer behaviour.
Provide better post-selling services.
Reduce costs / improve marketing and sales efficiency.
Better integration of internal and external data to the company.
Respond to customer needs in real time.
Integrate our databases with social media.

What do you think are the main challenges or difficulties for the success of 
marketing automation systems in your company?
Market dynamics in continuous evolution.
Limited skills and dedicated resources within the teams.
Budget restrictions.
Problems of integration with business systems.
Internal organizational and process review problems.
Complexity of the platform.
Opportunistic behavior of stakeholders.
Greater customer autonomy and disintermediation of the sales process.
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Difficulty in collaboration and alignment of the various company functions.
Difficulty in obtaining insights and implementing actions in real time.
Risk of overwhelming customers with too many interactions and communica-
tions.

With reference to the marketing automation system as a product, which of the 
following aspects do you consider to be of greater value for the purpose of 
your purchase decision?
Functional completeness.
Easy to use.
Ease of implementation.
Reasonable purchase cost.
Reasonable upgrade cost.
Flexible contracts.
Technical support level.
Easy integration with the platforms used in the company.
Recommendations received.
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